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The Dakota Uprising of 1862 began as a cultural response by the Dakota Indians 

in reaction to their poor treatment by the United States government.  Previous scholarship 

provides several reasons for the Uprising, often condemning the Dakota’s actions as a 

violent overreaction to inept government practices.  Before the Civil War, the Dakota had 

signed treaties that gave their lands to the United States in exchange for amenities and 

food.  Crop failure along with corrupt federal government agents made for a volatile 

mixture that left the Dakota destitute and distressed.  At the height of their desperation, 

the Dakota chose to revolt. Surprised and shocked by the Dakota’s actions, the federal 

government reacted militantly.  Had federal agents listened to warning and understood 

Dakota culture, the Uprising of 1862 could have been averted. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Historiographical Review of the 1862 Dakota Uprising 
 
 

In 1862, America found itself deep into the Civil War.  With North and South 

bitterly divided, heavy casualties piled up on both sides with neither making a decisive 

move.  In August of that same year, Minnesota experienced another war.  Before the 

Civil War, the Dakota Sioux Indians had signed treaties that gave their lands to the 

United States in exchange for amenities and food.  Crop failure along with corrupt federal 

government agents made for a volatile mixture that left the Dakota destitute and 

distressed.  At the height of their desperation, the Dakota chose to revolt against the white 

settlers and mixed bloods (interracial families) in Minnesota.  Surprised and shocked by 

the Dakota’s actions, the federal government reacted militantly and tried to stamp out the 

rebellion.  In November, many Dakota were tried and sentenced, bringing an end to the 

“Great Sioux Uprising,” yet mass executions and relocation could not remove the 

resentment the Dakota held towards the federal government.1   

Historians have different interpretations of the Uprising in 1862 depending on 

their scholarly interests.  Those that focus on the Sioux Indians prior to the outbreak of 

1862 provide vital information about their culture.  Understanding the way the Sioux 

lived allows historians to piece together the causes and reasons behind the Uprising of 

1862.  One notable historian, Royal B. Hassrick, explains how the Sioux became a 

nomadic, warring society due to the constant need to protect their hunting grounds.  

                                                 
1 Kenneth Carley, The Sioux Uprising of 1862 (St. Paul: Minnesota Historical 

Society, 1962), 1. 
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Furthermore, Sioux culture upholds its warlike nature through rewards for excellence in 

battle and retributions for cowardice and through strict cultural guidelines that reinforce 

the proper roles and functions of each member of the tribe.  The actions of the Dakota 

Sioux Indians in 1862 are better understood when put into context with their overall 

culture.2   

Gary Clayton Anderson’s scholarship contributes greatly to Sioux history.  

Several of his works focus on early relations between fur traders and Sioux Indians and 

chronicle Sioux movement through the next two hundred years, providing exemplary 

scholarship for Dakota Sioux history particularly in and around the Uprising of 1862.  

Most of his works stress the importance of kinship ties within Dakota culture.  Kinship 

ties provide the means for leadership within Dakota society and are built between 

outsiders such as traders and between relatives and loved ones.  Anderson states, “the 

most important aspect of kinship was the sense of loyalty that evolved from it.”3  The 

loyalty that kinship ties brought was an obligation to respect, honor, and take care of 

relatives, loved ones, and various other members associated to that person.4  For 

Anderson, the lack of kinship ties and their requisite loyalty account for how the Uprising 

in 1862 developed.   

Anderson explains how traders created kinship ties by marrying into Dakota 

families, thus integrating themselves into Dakota society fairly easily.  Traders received 

                                                 
2 Royal B. Hassrick, The Sioux: Life and Customs of a Warrior Society (Norman: 

University of Oklahoma Press, 1964), 3-111, 151-181. 
 

3 Gary Clayton Anderson, Little Crow: Spokesman for the Sioux (St. Paul: 
Minnesota Historical Society Press, 1986), 16.  

 
4 Ibid., 17. 
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very little criticism for this practice from the Dakota before 1850, and the Dakota usually 

heeded traders’ advice because of these kinship ties that provided a certain level of 

permanence and durability within the fur trade.5  However, during the 1850s and into the 

1860s, changes in government cabinets and the introduction of new government agents 

altered the tradition of kinship ties.  Indian-white relations no longer had the security of 

kinship bonds; instead, the government kept the relationship with the Dakota strictly 

professional.  This new approach to government interaction with Indians upset the 

traditional status quo the Dakota had come to expect.6  

Gary Anderson furthers his study of the Dakota Indians by depicting the life of 

Little Crow, a prominent figure generally credited for leading the Uprising of 1862.  

Anderson’s biography of Little Crow chronicles the Dakota warrior’s life, his emergence 

as leader within Kaposia group, and his importance during the Uprising of 1862.  Born 

into an influential family within the Kaposia group, part of the Mdewakanton tribe of the 

Sioux nation, Little Crow lived during a time when the Dakota learned to adapt within a 

predominantly white world.  Little Crow provided the support the government needed to 

convince the Dakota that reservation life furnished them with the money and food 

required to exist.7  Both Little Crow’s grandfather and father had built strong kinship ties 

with traders in the past, but when Little Crow became a leader of the Kaposia group, he 

faced a different world where traders no longer provided the Dakota with enough means 

                                                 
5 Ibid., 23.  

 
6 Gary Clayton Anderson, Kinsmen of Another Kind: Dakota-White Relations in 

the Upper Mississippi Valley, 1650-1862 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1984), 
267. 
 

7 Anderson, Little Crow, 4. 
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to survive.  Instead, Little Crow became the first in his family to cooperate with the 

United States government, implementing civilization projects with the purpose of 

transforming the Dakota into farmers and citizens within the United States.  Little Crow 

supported education, learning English himself and enrolling in various schools.8  

Ironically, Little Crow would help lead the Uprising in Minnesota, despite his vigorous 

attempts of reforming his people and his compliance with the United States removal 

policy of the Dakota Sioux Indians.  

Understanding the involvement of the United States government with Indians is 

also critical for appreciating the causes of the Uprising of 1862.  Francis Paul Prucha has 

dedicated several of his works to the study of Indian policy.  He explains that Indian 

policy began in the War Department to regulate interaction between Indians and white 

Americans.  Initially focusing primarily on traders, Indian policy set standards and 

regulations for commerce with Indians.  For instance, traders and other various 

government agents had to have a license to deal with Indians.  Furthermore, Indian policy 

revolved around moving all Indians west of the Mississippi River so as to limit contact 

with American citizens.  The United States thought it best to keep the two populations 

separate in order to safeguard Indians from possible persecution from white settlers.  

Prucha finds that despite inherently good intentions, the government lacked the adequate 

funds and personnel to keep corruption and abuses from creeping into relations with the 

Indians.9  Oftentimes, the United States military provided the necessary force for 

                                                 
8 Ibid., 23. 
 
9 Francis Paul Prucha, American Indian Policy in the Formative Years: The 

Indian Trade and Intercourse Acts, 1790-1834 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1962), 275.  
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implementing civilization programs, removal, and other policy reforms.  Yet despite the 

government’s attempt to maintain a strict and consistent policy with Indians, Prucha 

believes “the inevitable westward advance of white settlement to proceed with a certain 

orderliness is perhaps judgment enough.”10 

In one of his most notable books, The Great Father, Prucha chronicles Indian 

policy from the American Revolution through the later part of the twentieth century.  He 

explains that the government took on a paternalistic approach to the Indians and instituted 

several changes to integrate them into white society so that both groups could live 

together harmoniously.11  Throughout the various stages, the United States emphasized 

“fundamental unity and continuity” with policies primarily molded by a religious 

evangelical angle.12  Prucha finds that the government sought to help the Indians through 

treaties and other policies and stresses that the attempts made by the United States were 

fundamentally admirable.  He claims that the treaties with the Dakota Indians from 1837 

to 1858, though meant for the betterment of Indian society, failed due to several problems 

within the government that prevented it from meeting the requirements listed in these 

treaties.  The treaties provided a way for most Dakota to relieve their debts with traders, 

since most if not all of the money specified for that purpose went directly to traders.  

Instead, the Dakota developed a deep resentment against the civilization programs since 

the treaties conflicted with traditional Dakota way of life.  The first agents brought in to 

                                                 
10 Ibid., 277. 

 
11 Francis Paul Prucha, The Great Father: The United States Government and the 

American Indians (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1984), 1: xxviii. 
 

12 Ibid., xxvii. 
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help teach the civilization program were either related to the Dakota or had established 

previous friendships with them that made the transition from hunting to farming easier.  

Later, the government elected agents to the same position had little to no experience 

working with Native Americans, and the process of transforming the Dakota became 

more difficult.  Ultimately, the lack of white men due to the Civil War, the late arrival of 

annuities, and the continued cheating and corruption from traders provided the fuel the 

Dakota needed for their Uprising.13   

 There is an adequate amount of source material devoted to the explanation of the 

events leading up to the Uprising, the Uprising itself, and the aftermath that followed.  

Kenneth Carley’s The Dakota War in 1862 briefly mentions several causes leading up to 

the war before delving into the actual Uprising, going from town to town portraying the 

fighting and destruction.  His work mainly focuses on the battles that began after the 

murders in Acton on August 17, 1862 and ended with the release of all the captives from 

Camp Release on September 26, 1862.  Carley describes the Dakota trials and the 

subsequent mass execution in full, but only mentions the previous treaties and the Spirit 

Lake Massacre as background material for understanding the Dakota’s situation in 1862.  

He lists the Civil War, starvation during the prior winter, crop failure, and the late 

annuities shipments all as the causes for the Uprising.  The murders in Acton by Dakota 

braves provoked the Uprising that began the next day.  The Uprising in 1862 in 

Minnesota marks the beginning of a larger war between whites and Indians that Carley 

believes did not end until Wounded Knee.14  

                                                 
13 Ibid., 438-441. 
 
14 Carley, The Sioux Uprising of 1862, 5-7; 92.  
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Another similar source is Jerry Keenan’s The Great Sioux Uprising.  Keenan 

focuses primarily on the Uprising, but he offers a detailed “Dramatis Personae” section in 

which he outlines the key players in the Uprising from Little Crow to Colonel Henry 

Hastings Sibley and other various Dakota braves and government agents.  The treaties of 

1850s are mentioned, but Keenan concentrates on explaining the relationship between 

whites, Indians, and mixed-bloods.  Mixed-blood Indians possessed both Indian and 

white heritage, but they generally followed white ways, believed in Christianity, and 

practiced farming.  Kennan claims that some of the strained relationship between whites 

and Indians stemmed from the favorable treatment government agents had toward the 

farmer Indians and the Dakota Indians that refused to accept white ways.  He concludes 

that after the Uprising, the attempts made by the government to subdue the remainder of 

the Dakota did not pacify Minnesota settlers nor reduce their wariness of Indians in 

general.  Instead, it took years of hunting down and placing the Dakota either in 

reservation camps or detaining them in makeshift prisons for the Minnesota region to 

reclaim the stability and safety needed for settlements to flourish.15  

Defining the causes of the Uprising of 1862 requires careful research and 

particular attention to the years prior to the Uprising.  Duane Schultz blames corrupt 

government practices for the violent outbreak of the Dakota Indians.  Though his work, 

Over the Earth I Come, uses fanciful language and holds a biased view towards the 

Dakota, Schultz manages to examine thoroughly the level of corruption and to 

demonstrate how it created an atmosphere that led the Dakota to react violently towards 

                                                 
15 Jerry Keenan, The Great Sioux Uprising: Rebellion on the Plains August-

September 1862 (Cambridge: Da Capo Press, 2003), 7-20; 88-89. 
 



 8

the whites.  He notes the starvation and sheer destitution that most Dakota experienced 

during the middle 1800s.  He also agrees with Keenan, that the farmer Indians managed 

to survive these years with handouts and special treatment from government agents and 

that tension between warriors and farmers contributed to the outbreak.  He argues that the 

Uprising in 1862 mirrored the resentment and hostility of the Civil War because brothers 

fought brothers in both wars and the Dakota blamed the farmer Indians and friends in the 

government for the loss of their culture and sought retribution.16  

The Uprising occurred while the United States was deeply embroiled in the Civil 

War, and Edmund Jefferson Danziger explores the importance of that conflict and the 

problems it created for the Dakota Indians in Minnesota.  Danziger accuses Great Britain 

of setting the standard of removing large groups of people through the use of treaties.17  

Borrowing the practice from Europe, the United States perfected the use of treaties as a 

way to obtain the land occupied by the Indians.  The United States then created 

reservations to contain the massive populations once dispossessed of their land.  Danziger 

points out that though Indians lived on reservations, the Dakota enjoyed their old lifestyle 

of hunting because the government could not control their movement.  The Dakota did 

not take to farming because of the “stigma of its being women’s work.”18  Alcohol, 

brought in by traders, hindered the process of acclimating the Dakota to their new homes 

and contributed to the Uprising.  Traders managed to divert the law against selling 

                                                 
16 Duane Schultz, Over the Earth I Come (Leichestershire: F.A. Thorp Publishing, 

1992), 10-29.  
 
17 Edmund Jefferson Danziger, Jr., Indians and Bureaucrats: Administering the 

Reservation Policy during the Civil War (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1974), 2. 
 

18 Ibid., 98. 
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alcohol to Indians by establishing stores on the outskirts of the reservations and hiring 

Indians to sell the alcohol, allowing the alcohol to be purchased easily and to find its way 

into the reservations.19  Despite the late annuities, bootlegging, and corruption within the 

government, Danziger believes that had the white settlers and the Dakota lived peacefully 

with each other, the Uprising and the reservation and civilization programs might have 

succeeded.20  

Remarkably, considering the difference of time, Marion Satterlee, one of the first 

to write about the 1862 Uprising, finds many of the same causes as recent historians.  He 

cites the Treaty of 1851, the corruption in the Indian Department, the soldiers’ lodge, and 

the incident at Acton as the direct causes of the Uprising.21  Furthermore, Satterlee 

discusses the corruption of the trials, noting that the Dakota that resisted the Uprising 

received harsher treatment than the braves that fought.22  Satterlee exhaustively tries to 

name all the individuals killed, both white and Indian, and historians today still consider 

his research essential.  

Another area of analysis within the Uprising of 1862 is the role that the national 

government played, specifically how Lincoln reacted to the crisis and how government 

officials either aided the Dakota Indians or pushed them into the Uprising.  David A. 

Nichols has several works that look at Lincoln during the Civil War, paying particular 

                                                 
19 Ibid., 101. 

 
20 Ibid., 104. 
 
21 Marion P. Satterlee, A Detailed Account of the Massacre by the Dakota Indians 

of Minnesota in 1862 (Minneapolis: Marion P. Satterlee, 1923), 4-11. 
 

22 Ibid., 79. 
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attention to his role in the episode in Minnesota (as well as other Indian outbreaks and 

wars throughout America at this time).  Nichols notes that Lincoln’s preoccupation with 

emancipation and the Civil War hindered his ability to give the Minnesota situation 

proper focus and attention.  Lincoln in fact knew about some of the corruption, but to 

what extent remains unknown because he had not been properly advised about the 

situation in Minnesota.23  Lincoln’s ignorance of the corruption of government officials 

and the condition of the Dakota contributed to the distance he kept from Indian matters.  

Despite his knowledge of wrongdoing, Lincoln did not become involved any Indian 

issues until the Uprising of 1862.  

Lincoln’s interaction with the Uprising consisted of simply signing off on the 

executions of the convicted Dakota braves.  Once Lincoln realized the magnitude of the 

trials, he intervened on behalf of the 303 convicted Indians, had a team examine the trial 

transcripts, and pardoned all but thirty nine.  Hank Cox, another historian to focus on 

Lincoln and the Dakota Indians, and David Nichols both explain that though Lincoln’s 

attitude towards Indians had not been favorable prior to the outbreak, his pardon of the 

many condemned showed great generosity toward the Indian people.  Both Cox and 

Nichols agree that Lincoln assumed Indians “were a Stone-Age people struggling to cope 

with a more advanced culture that was sweeping away their world.”24  Nevertheless, 

                                                 
23 David A. Nichols, Lincoln and the Indians: Civil War Policy and Politics 

(Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1978), 77-91.  
 
24 Hank C. Cox, Lincoln and the Sioux Uprising of 1862 (Nashville: Cumberland 

House Publishing, 2005), 174. 
 



 11

Nichols does state that due to the constraints of the Civil War and a need to bring justice 

to Minnesota, Lincoln acted in a generous manner to a situation with no easy resolution.25  

Some historians choose to begin their history of the Sioux wars of the late 

nineteenth century with the Uprising and conclude with the massacre at Wounded Knee 

in 1890 because the Uprising provided the government with a convenient excuse to wipe 

out this belligerent nation.  For instance, Ralph K. Andrist’s The Long Death: The Last 

Days of the Plains Indians explores the beginning of the war with the Sioux Indians with 

the Uprising of 1862 until the battle of Wounded Knee in 1890.  Concerning the 

Uprising, Andrist states that the Dakota had “souring experiences” throughout the treaty 

process of the 1850s that ultimately left them with “resentment” against the 

government.26  Throughout the negotiation process, the Dakota came out as the losers.  

They lost all of their land, and in return, the government debated over the annuities 

clauses of the treaties for so long that the shipment of money and goods to the Dakota 

became late.  Because of this, a growing hatred emerged that ultimately led to the 

Uprising.  Furthermore, Andrist finds that “the traders had been able to establish a 

foolproof credit system” where all the annuity money granted to the Dakota through the 

treaties ended up with the traders to clear the Dakota’s debts.27  Andrist blames the Indian 

agents on the reservations for allowing the “foolproof credit system” to exist.  The 

Dakota needed an accountant to keep track of their debts with traders, something that the 

                                                 
25 Nichols, Lincoln and the Indians, 117. 
 
26 Ralph K. Andrist, The Long Death: The Last Days of the Plains Indians (New 

York: Collier Books, 1964), 29. 
 

27 Ibid., 30. 
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Indian agent should have provided for them, and the lack of recordkeeping allowed 

traders to cheat the Dakota.28  

Andrist blames all Indian agents for causing tension to build up within the Dakota 

community, but Roy W. Meyer centers his focus on one particular Indian agent, Thomas 

J. Galbraith.  Meyer finds that Galbraith singlehandedly “had more to do with bringing on 

the war than any other single individual” and furthermore “his appointment as Sioux 

agent was a political blunder of major proportions.”  Galbraith lacked the credentials 

needed to work as an Indian agent because he had no previous experience with Indians 

and no patience or sympathy for their requests.  Additionally, the Civil War caused a 

delay in annuity shipments simply because the administration did not have time to give to 

the Dakota’s situation.  The actual “boiling point” for most Dakotas came when a trader 

told the Indians if they were hungry to “eat grass;” however, Meyer attributes the Acton 

murders with igniting the Uprising.29  

The general consensus regarding the reasons for the Uprising of 1862 revolves 

around corrupt government officials as well as tension between the farmer Indians and 

the ones that chose not to accept the government’s civilization programs.  Some 

historians like Edmund Danziger find that, “[d]espite the administrative problems [such] 

as delayed and reduced annuity payments, intra- or intertribal conflicts, and whiskey 

dealers, as long as the [Dakota] remained at peace with the whites, acculturation [was] 

                                                 
28 Ibid. 

 
29 Roy W. Meyer, History of the Santee Sioux: United States Indian Policy on 

Trial (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1967), 109-114. 
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difficult but not an impossibility.”30  Historians must also take into consideration the 

history and culture of the Dakota, though.  Since their society revolved around violent 

warfare and they sought retribution when wronged, the Dakota had the means and 

justification for attacking their white neighbors.  

 The question that remains unanswered is whether or not the Uprising of 1862 was 

preventable.  Considering the many variables and causes outlined by historians, did the 

Uprising of 1862 constitute a savage outbreak of hostile Indians against a government 

bent on acclimating them into white society?  Or was it the natural reaction of members 

of a culture so strongly attached to their beliefs and so confident of their tenacity that they 

attempted to reclaim their identity against an institutionalized enemy?  In the end, the 

Uprising triggered a massive effort from the government to subdue the remaining Indians 

who roamed the greater part of western United States and gave the government the 

justification it needed to conduct such a massive strike against a people it had already 

begun to destroy. 

                                                 
30 Danziger, Indians and Bureaucrats, 104. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 14

 
 
 

CHAPTER TWO 
 

History 
 
 
Before delving into the causes and details of the Uprising of 1862, it is important 

to understand Sioux history and culture since their traditions played an integral role in 

this event.  It is also necessary to clarify their true nomenclature.  The name Sioux has an 

Algonquin origin1 but also may be a “corruption of part of an Ojibway word” meaning 

enemies.2  The term Dakota probably came from French traders during the first years of 

contact with the Native Americans.  Dakota means ‘ally’ and is considered a more 

friendly term than Sioux.3  For the remainder of this study, the four Eastern Sioux tribes, 

Mdewkantons, Wahpetons, Wahpekutes, and Sissetons, will all be referred to as Dakota.  

When speaking collectively of all Indians that stem from the seven council fires, those 

Indians will be referred to as Sioux.  

The Sioux originated from seven nations split into separate groups, each carrying 

their own name, traditions, and customs.  These groups existed independently of one 

another, yet they all coexisted and interacted with each other.  It is believed that the Sioux 

derived from Seven Council Fires that met yearly to discuss major problems and issues 

that involved all Sioux alike.  The Seven Council Fires consisted of Mdewakantons, 

                                                 
1 Gary Clayton Anderson, Little Crow: Spokesman for the Sioux (St. Paul: 

Minnesota Historical Society Press, 1986), 6.  
 

2 Louis H. Roddis, The Indian Wars of Minnesota (Cedar Rapids, Iowa: Torch 
Press, 1956), 4. 
 

3 Duane Schultz, Over the Earth I Come (Leichestershire: F.A. Thorp Publishing, 
1992), 32; Anderson, Little Crow, 6.  
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Wahpetons, Wahpekutes, Sissetons, Yanktons, Yanktonais, and Tetons.  During these 

summer meetings, tribes conducted a summer dance and renewed their ties to one 

another.  The “Wicasa Yatapickas,” or the four great leaders, also met during these 

councils.  They developed laws, created order through their rulings, and symbolically 

brought cohesion to all tribes through their great honor and dignity.  The last known 

gathering of the Seven Council Fires occurred in 1850, a date that scholars believe 

marked the beginning of the decline of the Sioux.4  

Sioux tribes migrated continuously throughout the central plains of North 

America during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries following the buffalo and 

evading their enemies.  West of the Mississippi River and south of Big Stone Lake and 

Lake Traverse, the physical boundary between present-day North and South Dakota and 

Minnesota, the Sioux fought for land with the Cree, Iowa, and Omaha tribes.  The 

woodland areas in southern Minnesota and the plains of the Missouri Valley changed 

ownership frequently.  By the late seventeenth century, the Sioux claimed much of the 

land in the Missouri Valley.  Continuous warfare and a nomadic existence dominated the 

life of the Sioux, and their conquests contributed to the makeup of their society.5  

The Cree carried guns bought from Americans and became a powerful enemy to 

the Sioux.  Once the Sioux obtained rifles of their own, they faced their enemies in equal 

matches on the open fields.  The Sioux reclaimed their territory and found themselves the 

                                                 
4 Royal B. Hassrick, The Sioux: Life and Customs of a Warrior Society (Norman: 

University of Oklahoma Press, 1964), 30. 
 
5 Ibid., 63-6; Edmund Jefferson Danziger, Jr., Indians and Bureaucrats: 

Administering the Reservation Policy during the Civil War (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 1974), 96. 
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rulers of a vast tract of land.  This meant that the Sioux had to fight repeatedly to 

maintain and dominate the land.  Over time, their aggressive nature increased due to the 

constant threat of their territory, and the Sioux became arrogant about their ability to 

control the region.  Royal Hassrick, for example, calls them “an audacious people for 

whom boldness was a primary virtue.”6  The Sioux not only killed their enemies, but also 

mutilated the bodies as well to prevent attacks by them in the afterlife.  In the afterlife, 

warriors without hands could not use guns, and without heads, they could not survive.  

Mutilation through scalping and dismemberment contributed to assumptions about their 

violent culture and explains why white men considered them vicious creatures.  Their 

egotism from their success contributed to their downfall because the Sioux did not know 

how to accept defeat or removal from their territory since they had controlled the land for 

so long.7 

War was a way of life for the Sioux.  From an early age, boys learned to use 

weapons and mimicked battles with other children.  Since Sioux culture did not advocate 

farming and had no other means to replenish their resources, the Sioux relied upon their 

enemies and the resources that they had.  War claimed territory, goods, plunder, and 

prestige; therefore, war was expected and certain.  The Sioux had no other form of 

sustenance than that which they took from others.  Instigations for war came from 

individual acts as well as from an entire group.  If an individual enemy wronged a Sioux 

warrior, he had the right to take revenge upon his enemy.  If an entire tribe made war on 

another tribe, the defender had the right to reciprocate for the actions of the aggressor at a 

                                                 
6 Hassrick, The Sioux, 72.  

 
7 Ibid., 72-74. 
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later date.  Counting coup, a traditional feature in the art of Sioux warfare, enticed 

warriors because it allowed them to build prestige and honor.  Small skirmishes between 

tribes and sometimes between individuals created an atmosphere of war.8  

Sioux nomadic groups lived on the great plains of the United States, roaming the 

land and following the buffalo.  This wandering lifestyle contributed to the Sioux’s rigid 

social and governmental systems.  They held close ties with one another and were made 

up of extended families called tiyospe.9  A “headman” would lead the tiyospe.  The 

chosen headman had to demonstrate his ability to provide for the people in his tiyospe, 

and the position generally followed hereditary lines, though sometimes passed outside the 

line if a better man was suited for it.  These small groups proved more efficient than 

larger tribes because they were more conducive to nomadic lifestyles.  Larger groups 

took longer to move and posed a threat of scaring away the game; therefore, Sioux lived 

in smaller groups to hunt and follow pack of game. 

The tiyospe governed themselves according to the laws provided at the Seven 

Council Fires meeting and enforced them with a social group known as the “Akicita.”  

The Akicita regulated camp movement and hunts and implemented punishment for 

various offenses as necessary.  Some historians consider them to be like policemen 

because of the way they enforced common laws.  Since the Sioux constantly defended 

their vast amount of territory, the Akicita provided military support during battles and 

wars.  To join the Akicita, a man had to demonstrate exemplary conduct in battle either as 
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a warrior or a water boy.  A water boy assisted the warriors in battle and acted as a 

“mascot” for the next generation of warriors.  A member of the Akicita also had to have 

no social offenses against him and hold a generous nature.  Leadership was short and 

generally followed the seasons.  Originally, the Akicita asserted themselves during war 

and hunting, and their power later extended into administrative and governmental 

issues.10  

Another civil group that provided guidance, the Naca Ominicia, consisted of 

elders and held the true source of leadership.  They determined every move the group 

made and delegated in a legislative manner.  They resembled a “congress of patriarchs” 

because of the power and influence they wielded.  These two groups, the Akicita and the 

Naca Ominicia, were byproducts of the Sioux way of life because of the need to maintain 

strict order and cohesion with small warring and nomadic groups in order to survive.11  

Due to the large amount of territory the Sioux conquered, they constantly had to 

defend it from their enemies and maintain their livelihoods.  Therefore, the Sioux have 

existed entirely as a warring, nomadic people.  Fanny Kelley, for example, noted during 

her captivity among the Oglala Sioux that most young adolescents had a fixation with 

war.  Her observation provides evidence of how the Dakota’s love for war remained an 

intrinsic part of their culture.12  The Sioux adapted their society, culture, and general way 

of life in order to simply survive and exist.  The Sioux chose to organize themselves into 

                                                 
10 Ibid., 16-77. 

 
11 Ibid., 16-25.  
 
12 Fanny Wiggins Kelly, Narrative of My Captivity among the Sioux Indians 

(1871 rept., New York: Garland Publishing, 1976), 188. 
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small traveling groups due to their disinclination to submit themselves to “ineffectual or 

dominating leadership,” which “was in reality a key to Sioux survival and dominance.”13  

This idea, if applied to the Uprising in 1862, explains why diplomacy failed and why the 

Minnesota tribes acted swiftly with violent ferocity. 

The structure of Sioux life coincided with their nomadic and war-like nature.  In 

order to enforce the Sioux way of life, their societal structure included strict rules and 

regulations instilled early in life, and the Sioux people followed this code even through 

death and the afterlife.  Specific qualities or “virtues” governed both male and female 

activities within their society.14  For men, bravery, fortitude, generosity, and wisdom 

defined their lives.  The goal of attaining and sustaining at least one of these qualities 

made the Sioux man a remarkable individual.  

A Sioux attained bravery, the most basic and least difficult of the virtues to 

achieve, in battle.  War provided the medium for a warrior to count coup, the simplest 

way to show bravery.  To make a coup, a warrior had to touch his enemy either with his 

hand or an instrument such as a weapon or other apparatus.  He did not, however, need to 

kill his enemy, just dishonor him by making contact and proving himself a better, 

stronger, and faster warrior than his opponent.  To have a coup counted against oneself 

brought shame and disgrace.  All coups needed a witness for them to count.  This act 

demonstrated a warrior’s lack of fear of injury and death in battle.  Boasting, not to be 

confused with simple hearsay or rumor, recorded the act and proved the bravery and 

courage that defined the Sioux way of life.  The Sioux believed humility did not 
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contribute to their lifestyle because ineffectual modesty did not promote the warrior and 

his virtues.  Therefore, each warrior strived to collect as many coups as possible.15  

The ability to endure defined the virtue of fortitude.  Withstanding physical pain 

and emotional distress distinguished a fortuitous man.  When a Sioux man became 

injured, he was expected to withstand the pain “unflinchingly.”16  Other examples of 

fortitude included starving or surviving extreme weather, all of which came from long 

periods alone either during battle, the hunt, or religious practices.  Dignity and reserve 

also satisfied the characteristic of fortitude.17  

Generosity, something attained by itself or through the other virtues, was 

extremely important to the Sioux way of life as well.  The Sioux calculated material 

wealth not by how much one person had, but by how much they were able to distribute to 

others.  Gift giving and sharing allowed all people within the small Sioux groups to 

survive.  Warriors on a hunt would divide their food with their families, the elders, and 

anyone else deserving.  Additionally, supplies, clothing, and general objects were 

dispersed to others.  Material wealth died with the individual who possessed it.  What 

was not given in life was buried with that person.  Belongings that could not be buried, 

such as a dog or horse, were killed in honor of that person.18  

                                                 
15 Ibid., 32-33. 

 
16 Ibid., 34. 

 
17 Ibid., 35; Kelly, Narrative of My Captivity among the Sioux Indians, 187. 

During Kelley’s captivity among the Oglala Sioux, she noticed how endurance and 
courage held high esteem with Sioux society, while cowardice was considered an 
“unpardonable sin.”  
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Wisdom, “most amorphous and complex, was most difficult to acquire,” yet every 

individual strived to obtain it.19  Men aimed to understand their place within their tribe, 

gain knowledge and respect, and work well with their elders and spiritual leaders.  Men 

sought out wisdom, considered the highest virtue, continually throughout their lives.20  

Virtues for women within Sioux society consisted of childbearing, bravery, 

truthfulness, and generosity.  Women learned to perfect these virtues at an early age so as 

to make themselves exceptional candidates for a prospective marriage.  Childbearing, the 

greatest virtue for women, defined their lives.  Bravery for women resembled fortitude 

for men, the ability to withstand physical and mental duress.  Women also valued 

truthfulness because of its emphasis on honesty, knowledge, and intelligence, and women 

were expected to restrict the urge to gossip, despite the very verbal qualities of Sioux life.  

The last virtue, generosity, mirrored the same specifications as wisdom did for men.  

Women shared in their crafts, food, lodging, and clothing, and those who specialized in a 

specific craft held high status and importance among other women and shared those items 

with all women.  Women boasted on their accomplishment of these virtues much like 

how the men counted coups.21  

The virtues placed upon Sioux individuals kept their society focused.  Achieving 

these virtues and their rewards and verifying these accomplishments made their people 

efficient and helped them to survive.  The Akicita patrolled Sioux camps, enforcing the 

laws and punished those who deviated from the successful system.  Some forms of 
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punishment consisted of “[g]ossip and ridicule.”22  More severe forms of punishment 

included banishment because in order for a tribe to function smoothly, all members 

needed to contribute accordingly.  

Just as the Sioux had precise social expectations, strict regulations governed the 

family.  The tiyospe consisted of many families living together in one group following 

one leader and featured specific rules governing behavior to maintain peace and 

coexistence between the family members.  Several families made up the tiyospe since 

small groups such as a nuclear family had a difficult time sustaining themselves.  Larger 

groups made it easier to provide enough food and security to maintain existence.  

The tiyospe structured their settlement according to relationships and marriage.  

When a female reached the age of courtship, she presented herself to Sioux society.  

Female virtues and her chastity determined the attractiveness of a woman.  Virginity held 

high importance.  Girls were expected to remain virgins until marriage, prove their 

virginity publicly, and endure public humiliation if found guilty of premarital sex.  

Families could choose to use a form of chastity belt by wrapping the girl’s legs together 

while she slept to protect her virginity.  This custom proves that the Sioux frowned upon 

premarital sex, hence their efforts to restrict that occurrence.  Marriages arranged by the 

parents generally prevailed over elopements.  The practice of elopement usually occurred 

when families opposed the marriage, though they usually accepted the couple afterward.  

During courtship, the males made themselves attractive to female through gifts and 

personal appearance.  The girl’s brothers acted as chaperones to protect her from 

untoward advances from the men.  When a girl accepted an invitation from a male, they 
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wrapped themselves in a blanket leaving their heads visible.  Hassrick describes this 

tradition as a “dignified Sioux design for love-making—a most reserved, a most 

restricted kind of courtship.”23  Men occasionally sought out shamans or holy men for 

“love potions” to increase their chances with a desired female.24  After setting the 

determined match, the groom paid a price for his bride as determined by her 

attractiveness and paid for her through horses and other items to the bride’s family.  

 Despite attempts to regulate marriage, common problems existed such as 

premarital sexual relations, divorce, and infidelity.  Obviously, Sioux society had 

problems with premarital sex since the punishment for it was so severe.  Divorce, a 

common practice not looked down upon, allowed an outlet to alleviate bad matches.  The 

act of divorcing, though easy, did not prevent the tensions and emotional distress it 

caused both families.  Wives condemned of infidelity had their nose cut off so that they 

were no longer aesthetically pleasing to the eyes of other men, and husbands faced 

expulsion from the Akicita and other forms of higher office.25 

After marriage, women built strong relationships with their husband’s female 

relatives while keeping a firm distance from his father and other older men.  When 

children married, they constructed their own tipi separate from their previous immediate 

family.  Living inside the tipi of other family members was taboo and rarely practiced.  

Likewise, parents did not move into their children’s tipi, instead they generally camped 
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closed to them so that they could support each other.26  Marriages existed only outside of 

the immediate family and relative cousins.  Marriages, sometimes described as “an 

agreement of the moment,” maintained family ties to both families even in instances of 

divorce or death.27  If the marriage proved difficult, divorce ensued in order to eliminate 

the friction it had caused.  Maintaining harmony within the society necessitated complete 

cooperation and unity throughout the tiyopse.  

After a divorce, men in the immediate family of the female divorcee became 

responsible for and provided for her.  Children followed either parent of their choosing, 

so long as they were old enough to understand the situation and to make the choice for 

themselves.  Families could adopt children into the family unit, though families generally 

practiced adoption to replace children who had died.  Captives and orphaned children 

made up the eligible consortium for adoption.  Women taken captive could marry into a 

Sioux family, if they approved of the match.  Sioux avoided forced marriages with their 

captives since it disrupted the harmony of Sioux life.28  

Within the family, certain codes or rules for behavior existed.  The relationship 

between individuals as well as their sex, age, and generation determined the appropriate 

actions and greetings in everyday life.  Elders held higher status in Sioux society, and so 

did men compared to women.  Fathers-in-law did not converse with their daughters-in-

law, and sons-in-law did not communicate with their mothers-in-law.  They did not even 

look one another in the eye.  This form of behavior limited “mother-in-law problems” 
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and other complications within the family structure.  Brothers-in-law and sisters-in-law 

had a rather different relationship.  They joked with one another to build camaraderie in 

order to make familial transitions more pleasant.  Having specific roles within the family 

helped to avoid tension and promote “an automatic sense of security” and amity within 

Sioux society.29  

Men in theory owned their wives and subsequently all of their possessions.  If a 

man failed to meet the standards set by the Akicita, he could lose his family’s tipi.  

Though men held ownership over the tipi, women did all the work of maintaining the tipi 

and taking care of the tipi from tanning the hides to putting up and taking down the tipi.  

Women’s work also consisted of cooking, cleaning, carrying water, and other chores 

revolving around the tipi.  Though women’s labor appeared demeaning, the Sioux 

considered this work extremely important because of “the values placed upon virtue, 

upon child-bearing, and upon industry and craftsmanship.”30  Men contributed 

economically to their tribes through hunting and providing food, maintaining security and 

honor through war, and participating in religious ceremonies.31 

Men considered women disruptive to war conditions and placed limits on them 

with their families.  Women did not touch men’s weapons for fear that they might pollute 

them.  Additionally, during menstruation, women segregated themselves to a small 

shelter away from the family tipi until the menstruation passed.32  Sarah Larimer, once a 
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captive among the Sioux, explained that sharing food or touching men’s things “would 

degrade the brave to the level of a woman.”33  Larimer also noticed that men within 

Sioux society had higher status and for them to be seen doing women’s work was 

considered “degrading.”34  Both men and women subscribed to their formalized roles 

within society and accepted it as fact and a way of life.35  

Wives occasionally encouraged polygamy within their immediate household to 

alleviate some of their duties.  Younger sisters generally made up the pool for additional 

brides.  The Sioux felt that if the family consisted of sisters, less friction would occur.36  

The first wife gained status if her husband married another, and the extra match improved 

the position of the male within his tiyospe.37  Women primarily raised the children, but 

the fathers took special interest in teaching their sons about hunting and fighting.  Men 

and women in the family worked together to raise children, instilling them with the 

proper virtues for Sioux people.  

Though the social structure regulated a strict system within Sioux society, odd 

social roles such as the “winkte” did occur.  The winkte resembled a modern-day 

transvestite; wearing women’s clothes and partaking in women’s duties, the winkte did 
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not participate in male practices.  These men were both revered and feared.  They 

sometimes produced luxurious items highly desirable among the tribe.  Since Sioux 

society relied on women for their survival, women remained heterosexual, and no 

documentation of female lesbianism or “old maids” exist.38 

 Religion also played an important role in Sioux culture.39  Sioux theology mirrors 

many historical religions such as Christianity and Islam because it evolves around one 

major god.  Sioux religion is centered on Wakan Tanka or “the Great Mystery.”40  This 

god, as well as every other lesser god in Sioux religion, was “created” and not born.  This 

allowed the gods to perpetuate into infinity and immortality.  The Sioux referred to their 

religion as mysterious because of the complex multitude of gods and spirits that were 

both bad and good.41  The Sioux sought to overcome the conflicting nature of their 

religion and spirituality by working within the system through ceremonies, rituals, and 

other religious practices.42  Missionary Stephen Riggs summarized Dakota religion: 

It is in an intangible, mysterious something of which they are only the 
embodiment, and that in such measure and degree as may accord with the 
individual fancy of the worshipper.  Each one will worship some of these 
divinities, and neglect or despise others; but the great object of all their worship, 
whatever its chosen medium, is the takoo wakan, which is the supernatural and 
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mysterious.  No one term can express the full meaning of the Dakota’s wakan.  It 
comprehends all mystery, secret power, and divinity.43  

 
Wakan Tanka, the main god in Sioux religion, went by four different names: 

Chief God, Great Spirit, Creator, and Executive.  Underneath Wakan Tanka, but not 

separate from him, were the four “Superior Gods.”  The “ancestor of all gods and all 

things,” Inyan, (Rock) reigned over the arts.  The “mother of all living things,” Maka 

(Earth) protected the home.  Skan (Sky) acted as a judge, oftentimes passing judgment on 

other gods and considered the “source of all force and power.”  Wi (Sun), the most 

powerful of all the gods, defended Sioux virtues.  Below the superior gods were the four 

“Associate Gods” and below them were the “Gods-Kindred” and “Gods-Like,” and all 

represented different aspects of Sioux life, providing care and sponsorship of various 

objects.  For example, gods possessed the spirit of the sun, the moon, thunder, lightning, 

beauty, pleasure, and time.  The Sioux learned of each god and practiced rituals in order 

to please the gods by giving thanks or asking for guidance.44  

Additionally, several evil gods existed.  Iya, “the chief of all evil,” took on the 

form of several monsters and other evil creatures.  Iktomi, one of the more notable evil 

gods, was considered a “trickster.”45  In several Sioux stories, Iktomi provided chaos and 

destruction, which allowed morals and lessons to be learned from his chicanery.  Sioux 

considered tragedies, loss in battle, lack of food, or natural disasters as acts of the evil 

gods.  The evil gods acted out when the Sioux did not properly pray or give thanks for 
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their kill in the hunt and in battle and served as a reminder to the Sioux of their 

wrongdoings.  Most times, the Sioux did not provoke the evil gods; instead, the evil gods 

acted on their own accord and for their own amusement.  Both good and evil gods created 

the world, the Sioux, and everything the world inhabited.  

 For all Sioux Indians, religious beliefs defined their behavior, culture, society, and 

general way of life.  Devoted participants, Sioux people believed the “controllers” or 

gods, both good and evil, governed their world and needed constant attention, 

recognition, and honor.  Everything within the Sioux world related to the gods.  At all 

times, each Sioux maintained a faithful connection with the controllers because a lack of 

devotion resulted in negative consequences.  The mysterious and complex world the 

Sioux inhabited worked to the betterment of their people.  The Sioux did not try to 

understand their world, their purpose within it, or even their gods; instead, they learned to 

coexist.  They did not expect their lives to be easy, but they came to terms with it, 

however, through religious practices.  Following strict cultural rituals, they prayed to 

their gods, danced for them, and gave thanks after a good hunt or a good battle, all in an 

effort to appease the gods and make sense of their world.46 

Hassrick simply states that the Sioux “were hunters first, gatherers second, and 

farmers never!”47  The hunt provided all necessary means of substance, and whatever else 

was needed came from plunder.  Women gathered the meat after a hunt and cured it by 

drying it out.  They cooked meat and supplemented the meal with fruits, berries, and 
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roots.  Most meals were boiled, though some items were eaten raw such as kidneys and 

livers.  The Sioux became “proficient plunderers” to a point of “blind overconfidence” 

that resulted in their ultimate demise.48  They relished the fact that they obtained all forms 

of economy through war and chose not to learn how to farm or use other means of 

production.49 

 The preceding overview of Sioux traditions provides an important backdrop to the 

Uprising of 1862.  Certain elements of Sioux society and culture made them predisposed 

to consider war as an alternative to diplomacy when the United States government did not 

keep its promises and as white settlers flooded Sioux territory.  This combination of a 

civilization based on war and a series of failed treaties paved the way for the Uprising.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Treaties and Other Factors That Caused the Dakota Uprising 
 
 

Despite the Dakota Sioux’s efforts to coexist with their native neighbors on 

Dakota lands, the arrival of white settlers changed their lives.  These newcomers intruded 

upon traditional hunting grounds, displaced the animals necessary to sustain life, and 

engaged in fraudulent business practices.  These changes occurred slowly at first but 

intensified in the early to mid 1800s with increased white settlements among the Eastern 

Sioux or Dakota Indians in particular.  Indian agents and traders encouraged Dakota 

leaders to consider treaties as a way to deal with the economic decline and white 

encroachment.  Treaties provided money and compensation for the precious hunting 

grounds lost due to the greater number of white Americans settling on the lands and 

disturbing the animal populations.  The failures of these treaties would anger the Dakota 

and contribute to the Uprising of 1862.  (See Figure 1 for all treaty and Uprising sites.) 

The United States, with the help of missionaries and traders, wanted to educate 

the Dakota, convert them to Christianity, and eventually transform them into successful 

farmers.  Government officials thought farming would make the Dakota economically 

independent and provide a means for the government to control their wandering while 

making them accountable to United States laws and customs.  Yet farming went against 

standard cultural divisions of sex within Dakota society.  Women farmed and men 

hunted.  Asking Dakota men to plow fields meant asking the men to degrade themselves 

to the work of women, while Dakota men refused to do.  
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Figure 1.  Sioux Uprising Sites.  Roy W. Meyer, History of the Santee Sioux: United 
States Indian Policy on Trial (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1967), 120. 
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In the fall of 1837, Indian agent Lawrence Taliaferro approached the Eastern 

Dakota tribes and asked them to consider negotiating a treaty that would allow them to 

exchange land for money and annuities.  White settlement had begun to affect the Dakota 

lands and their game population.  Since the land east of the Mississippi River provided 

little substance to Dakota Indians, Taliaferro encouraged Dakota leaders to allow the 

government to purchase the land.  Additionally, the Wisconsin territory established the 

year before indicated that more white families would soon move into that region.1  In 

order for that territory to proceed into statehood, the land needed to be cleared of any 

possible Indian problems.  White population could not succeed in an area riddled with 

Indian wars between tribes and with whites.  

 Intertribal warfare, one of the several reasons prompting treaty negotiations, 

jeopardized the Wisconsin territory because of the chaos it created and the frustration it 

caused to government officials.  Taliaferro worked tirelessly to stop the conflict and saw 

a treaty with the Dakota as a way to eliminate any possible Indian threat to Wisconsin.  

Seeing any treaty as an opportunity for wealth, traders strategically placed themselves 

within the negotiation process, working closely with Dakota and trying to influence their 

decisions.  The more money the government paid the Dakota, the more money the traders 

would see.  The treaty allowed debts to be paid off and more money to flow through 

Indian hands and into traders’ stores.2  The participation of traders in treaty negotiations 
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became a common feature throughout future diplomatic interactions, sometimes resulting 

in some of the most scandalous frauds committed against the Dakota.  

 In September 1837, a group of Dakota and Taliaferro traveled to Washington DC 

to negotiate a land purchase and a peace promise.  Due to the ongoing war with the Sac 

and Fox tribes over hunting grounds, the only band primarily represented in Washington 

was the Mdewakanton band of the Eastern Sioux.  Additionally, since intertribal warfare 

kept most of the other tribes from the negotiations, the treaty resembled more of a 

standard land purchase instead of a compromise.3  The outcome of the treaty, in general, 

pleased the Mdewakantons, Taliaferro, and Secretary of War Joel R. Poinsett who 

represented the government.  Yet the treaty actually set the stage for a perpetual circle of 

corruption, loss of Dakota way of life, and ultimate ruin.  The Dakota viewed treaty 

negotiations as an opportunity to trade their useless land that had been depleted of game 

and resources for perpetual supplies from the government, but this did not happen.4   

 The Treaty of 1837, signed September 29, stipulated that all land east of the 

Mississippi River no longer belonged to the Dakota and offered the tribes present 

monetary compensation.  Article 2 of the treaty stated that $300,000 be placed in a trust 

at five percent interest.5  Annually, the Dakota would receive five percent of the interest 

drawn off the trust in annuities approved by the President to satisfy Dakota needs.6  

                                                 
3 Ibid., 188. 

 
4 Harold Hickerson, Sioux Indians, vol. 1 of Mdewakanton Band of Sioux Indians 

(New York and London: Garland Publishing, 1974), 214-5.  
 

5 Charles J. Kappler, comp. and ed., Indian Affairs, Laws, and Treaties 
(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1904), 2:493. 

 
6 Anderson, “The Santee Dakota,” 191.  



 

 

 

35

Historian Gary Anderson calculated that the trust created $991,000 with interest over 

twenty years and the Mdewakanton tribes yearly earned around $38,000.7  The treaty 

stated that for twenty years the yearly payout included; $10,000 for “goods,” $8,250 for 

“the purchase of medicines, agricultural implements and stock, and for the support of a 

physician, farmers, and blacksmiths,” $10,000 for civilization projects such as farming, 

and $5,500 went to pay for annuities that the government pledged to deliver to the 

Dakota.8  Additionally, the treaty promised another $6,000 in goods to the individuals 

who had traveled to Washington on their safe arrival in St. Louis.9  Lastly, $110,000 went 

to half-breeds, and $90,000 went to traders to pay off Dakota debts.  

 The Treaty of 1837 remains unique compared to later treaties.  The Dakota 

managed to negotiate the land purchase while ensuring that their cultural activities 

remained intact.10  The treaty allowed the Dakota to still hunt on the lands ceded to the 

United States, and very few members of the Mdewakanton tribes had to relocate.11  No 

reservation or otherwise designated land restricted the movement of the Dakota, meaning 

that they enjoyed the same lifestyle as they did before the treaty, only now with a yearly 

payout.  Yet historians would later describe the treaty as a complete and utter failure.  

The long process of finalizing and ratifying the treaty frustrated the Dakota, farming and 
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educational programs did not take hold within Dakota culture, and government officials 

failed to stop intertribal warfare or influence Dakota culture in any way.  

 The Dakota continued to practice retaliation towards their enemies.  Big Thunder, 

a member of the Mdewakanton tribe, one of the Dakota braves to sign the treaty, and 

father of Little Crow, argued with Taliaferro over the salaries of some of the agency 

employees.  When Taliaferro refused to fire the employees and replace them with people 

Big Thunder suggested, Big Thunder killed some of the oxen used for farming and ran 

off other cattle.  Big Thunder had regarded Taliaferro as a friend and considered him 

obligated to accommodate his requests, but when Taliaferro refused, Big Thunder acted 

out in the traditional Dakota way of retaliation.12  Four years later in 1841, Big Thunder 

raided an Ojibway village and lost two sons in the process.  The Ojibway, using standard 

Sioux customs, returned the next year and raided Big Thunder’s village.  Government 

officials criticized the Dakota for breaking the treaty of 1837, punished individual Dakota 

braves, and compensated the Ojibway with money intended for the Mdewakantons from 

the Treaty of 1837.13  

 Tension between the Dakota and government officials developed when the 

process of ratifying the treaty took longer than the Dakota had expected.  Settlements 

sprang up along the Mississippi River before any money or annuities reached the Dakota.  

The first shipment of annuities came in the fall of 1838, though most of the goods were 
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not appropriate or practical for the Dakota.14  Taliaferro had issued luxury items deemed 

“useless” by the Dakota and informed them that their annuity money might not arrive 

until possibly 1839.15  While waiting for their money, the Dakota became dependent 

upon the government, and using credit at traders’ stores only increased that dependency.  

Seeing the anger and frustration of the Dakota, Taliaferro resigned in 1839 because he 

knew that the annuities and goods would not improve their situation and that the 

government did not foster good relations with Indians in general.  Not wanting to be a 

part of the process or to have to pacify the Dakota daily, Taliaferro gave his duties over to 

Amos Bruce.16  

 The 1837 Treaty also failed to implement successful farming techniques or 

educational programs.  The Dakota persevered in their adamant refusal to cooperate when 

it came time to farm.  The government provided a plow and a farmer to teach the Dakota, 

but once they had others to do the farming for them, they avoided learning any of the 

techniques.17  As for education, no programs developed because Bruce refused to give the 

money designated to the Dakota for that purpose.  Instead, he put the money into an 

account that grew fairly large with interest, but he refused to share it with the Dakota.18  

This practice caused resentment to grow.  Traders lobbied on behalf of the Dakota 

because they knew if the Dakota could get the money it would inevitably end up in the 
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traders’ pockets.  Ultimately, the 1837 Treaty paid the Dakota for their ceded lands and 

created a dependency upon the government to supply them with money and goods to 

supplement their dying economy.  This dependency only increased as time progressed, 

and the government used it to satisfy their need for land in later treaties.  

 After the treaty, most Dakota lived peacefully.  Delineating Dakota lands helped 

prevent problems with incoming white settlers, and though settlements continued to push 

westward, most stayed away from prominent Dakota lands.  This peace did not last for 

long, however.  New settlers coveted the woodland areas of Dakota Territory.  Increased 

interest in this territory sparked the decision by the House of Representatives to create the 

Minnesota Territory in 1849.  Anxious to obtain a treaty for the purchase of land in 

Minnesota, John Chambers, a politician from Iowa, went to the territory and began 

negotiating with the Eastern Sioux bands.19  He did not succeed in his attempts to 

convince the bands to consider another treaty partially because he refused to involve any 

traders in the negotiation process.  Furthermore, the Mdewakanton band already had 

annuities from the 1837 Treaty and did not see any reason to involve another band in the 

allotment of the annuities promised to them.  They also did not want to move away from 

their homeland, a fundamental problem with all treaties.20  Additionally, the 

Mdewakantons wanted access to the money from the educational fund that had not been 

distributed since the ratification of the last treaty.  Chambers’s methods left a bitter taste 

in the mouths of the Dakota, so when the new Minnesota governor Alexander Ramsey 

took over negotiations, he faced a stubborn and persistent group.  

                                                 
19 Anderson, Little Crow, 53. 

 
20 Anderson, Little Crow, 28; Anderson, “The Santee Dakota,” 251. 



 

 

 

39

 Ramsey notified all four Eastern Sioux bands in early September 1849 of the 

government’s intentions to open negotiations for a land purchase in Minnesota.  

Negotiations did not commence as planned since most Dakota braves had left for the 

hunt.  Ramsey threatened to dissolve Dakota leadership and replace the leaders with the 

available men in the camps, but he still failed to begin talks.21  It became apparent at this 

time that in order for a treaty to succeed, Dakota bands needed to want to negotiate, and 

terms had to comply with their demands.  Missionaries also used this opportunity to 

request that any treaty made with the Dakota contain a promise for education, including 

boarding schools and other means for the missionaries to teach and convert the Indians.  

Traders pointed out that the price for land needed to be at least ten cents an acre and not 

the two to three cents the government proposed so that the payment could cover Dakota 

debts while still paying for the civilization programs.22  Along with a higher price for the 

land, all tribes had to relocate to reservations, and Ramsey knew they needed to be a safe 

and satisfactory residence in order to convince the Dakota to move there.23  

 The upper Sioux bands, Wahpeton and Sisseton, appeared more willing to 

negotiate than the lower bands, Mdwakanton and Wahpekute.  Wabasha, a Mdwakanton 

leader, strongly opposed any treaty.  He presented Ramsey with a list of requirements for 

negotiations to proceed.  He requested the money from the educational fund from the 

1837 Treaty as a reimbursement for wood used to build forts and houses.  Ramsey agreed 

to his demand and others, but he did not heed Wabasha’s warning that if he did not fulfill 
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these demands, discussions would stall.  Little Crow, another leader within the 

Mdewakanton band, also considered negotiating a treaty.  He understood that without 

government assistance the Dakota could not withstand the influx of white settlers, and he 

saw the treaty as an opportunity to gain power within his group by influencing the 

negotiations favorably towards the Dakota.  Nathaniel McLean, the new Indian agent 

appointed in 1850, persuaded government officials to begin with the upper bands and felt 

that the lower bands would follow suit.  The winters of 1849 and 1850 had created 

starving conditions for the Dakota, and the upper bands looked forward to a treaty that 

provided food for future winters.24  

 In June 1851, government officials received approval from the Interior 

Department to bring several Dakota leaders, primarily from the upper bands, to Traverse 

des Sioux for a conference.25  The setting at Traverse was a “carnival atmosphere” 

because of the abundant games and food that put the Dakotas in a favorable mood.26  

Once all the Sissetons and Wahpetons convened at Lake Traverse, negotiations opened 

on July 18.  Governor Ramsey offered to buy the land from the Indians in return for 

annuities and goods, but negotiations unexpectedly came to a stop when the Dakota 

partook in a game of lacrosse, causing government officials to think they were not 

interested in a deal.  Luckily, the traders encouraged both groups to overlook the incident, 
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and two parties came back to the table on July 21 and reached an agreement two days 

later.27  

 The treaty stipulated that the upper bands would receive $1,665,000 in exchange 

for their territory in Iowa and Minnesota.28  Of that money, $30,000 went towards “the 

establishment of manual-labor schools; the erection of mills and blacksmith shops, 

opening farms, fencing and breaking land” in order to create a civilized reservation to 

promote the building of an agricultural society.  The remainder of the money, $1,360,000, 

went into a trust that gained five percent interest to be paid out yearly over fifty years.  

Additional funds went towards agricultural programs, education, goods, and annuities.  

For their land, the upper bands received ten cents per acre.29  Annuities would begin after 

the ratification of the treaty and upon the relocation of bands that had signed the treaty.  

The Wahpeton and Sisseton bands had two years to move, although Congress took almost 

as long to ratify the treaty.30  The most controversial portion of the treaty, later known as 

the traders’ papers eluded the Dakota.  Most thought they signed two copies of the treaty, 
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when in fact, they signed an additional paper that granted traders and other mixed-bloods 

large portions of government money intended for the Dakota.31  Missionary Stephen 

Riggs, a strong supporter of the treaty, considered the trader’s papers considerate and 

reasonable, an oversight Anderson claims comes from Riggs’s disinterest with the 

papers.32  Despite the convoluted components, the government obtained the required 

signatures. 

 Next, government officials met with the Mdewakanton and Wahpekute bands at 

Mendota hoping for the same outcome.  Talks began on July 29, but Commissioner Luke 

Lea and governor Alexander Ramsey had a harder time negotiating with these two bands.  

Wabasha still opposed any treaty.  Little Crow, supportive of a treaty, asked the 

commissioners about the education fund of 1837 and warned that negotiations would stop 

unless the money from the fund appeared within the new treaty.  Essentially at a 

stalemate, the commissioners pointed out that since the upper band had ceded their land, 

the lower band could no longer hunt within that territory and threatened to withhold 

annuities from the tribes continued to refuse to sign.33  Nathaniel McLean agreed to 

distribute two-thirds, or $30,000, of the educational fund in exchange for the signatures.  

Most missionaries supported McLean since the education programs did not exist and a 
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new treaty would ensure the development of these programs.34  The chiefs then argued 

over the territorial boundary of their soon-to-be reservation.  The Indian agents quickly 

promised the Dakota their desired land, knowing that Congress could change the details 

during ratification.  In the end, Little Crow signed first.35  

The treaty stipulated that out of the $1,410,000 in exchange for all land in Iowa 

and Minnesota, $30,000 would go towards schools and other operations, $220,000 for 

removal, and the rest would gain interest over the years with the government paying 

$58,000 or five percent yearly to the Mdewakanton and Wahpekute bands.  The first 

annuity payment would begin July 1, 1852, giving the lower bands one year to relocate.  

Additional money similar to those in the Traverse des Sioux treaty to fund agriculture, 

education, goods, and annuities came out of the total with the intention of setting up a 

civilized reservation.36  With both treaties signed, the documents headed to Congress to 

await ratification.  However, the Mdewakanton tribe refused to sign the traders’ papers 

that would give $90,000 to the traders for Indian debts, yet the Wahpekutes did sign.37  

Once the traders’ papers surfaced, many Dakota spoke out against the amount specified 

for traders.  The Senate paid little attention to the Dakota’s concerns, though, and focused 

on the territory the initial treaty granted.  The final ratified treaty eliminated the parts 
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pertaining to designated reservation boundaries for the Dakota and completely eliminated 

the land set aside for mixed-blood relatives.38 

This infringement upon the lower bands’ reservation territory caused many 

Mdewakatons to refuse to obey the 1851 Treaty.  Governor Ramsey devised a way to 

placate the Dakota by promising them the desired lands yet without the proper authority 

to do so.  Ramsey and the new governor, Willis Gorman, asked Washington to allow the 

Dakota to reside on the desired land at the discretion of the President.  When it came time 

for white settlers to move into that territory, the President could claim the land as United 

States territory and have the Dakota moved off the land.  The President would then assign 

a new location for the reservation.39  Ramsey and Henry Hastings Sibley, a member of 

Congress and former trader, managed to get their amendment approved by the upper 

Sioux on September 8, 1851.  Ramsey traveled to Washington, obtained the President’s 

approval, and returned with $600,000.  Once again, the Wahpekutes were the only band 

to move forward with the traders’ papers, and the Mdewakantons did not.  Ramsey 

handed the $90,000 designated for the traders to Sibley, who then handed over the money 

to the traders, but only after taking a ten percent commission.40  

 The Mdewakanton band refused Sibley’s attempt to have them sign off on the 

traders’ papers; instead, they wanted to deliver the money themselves to pay out their 

debts accordingly.  Unknown to the Dakota, the treaty actually stipulated that government 
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agents would handle the debt money.41  The traders’ papers were “designed for the 

express purpose of avoiding giving money to the Indians.”42  Ramsey stepped in and 

warned the Mdewakantons that if they did not sign he would freeze their annuities and 

return their money to the government.  In the end, it was the kinship relations between the 

Dakota and their friends and family in the government that ended the stalemate.  

Kinsmen related to the Mdewakanton band begged and bribed most of the chiefs to sign 

the deal.  In return, Ramsey promised to give $20,000 in cash to the chiefs distribute to 

their tribe.43  As the money was dispersed, each trader took ten to fifteen percent off the 

total to claim as money due for their services. 

 These same tactics proved as rewarding for Ramsey when dealing with the 

Sisseton and Wahpteton bands.  When he arrived to finalize the treaty, he refused to give 

them the money directly.  Eventually, he managed to obtain the signatures he needed 

through coercion and bribery.  Throughout December 1852, Ramsey persuaded chiefs to 

talk with him individually and only awarded their annuities after they gave their 

signatures.  He then dated the document as November 29 so that Washington thought all 

chiefs agreed in a large consensus.44  Despite Ramsey’s apparent victory, the Dakota 

fought back.  They formed a small group that asked for the creation of a committee to 

investigate the actual money owed to traders and an itemized list of how to disperse the 

money.  Again, their valiant efforts at fairness played no part in the actual dispersal of 
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traders’ money.  Ramsey handed out the money from the Sisseton and Wahpeton bands 

to the traders, and each time the money left one hand and went into another, a certain 

percentage was taken from the top.45  

 Sibley did ask for a Senate investigation into the money given to traders and even 

implicated himself in the process, but the Senate cleared all involved despite finding 

evidence against the traders.46  Due to conflicting loyalties within families, the traders 

and government officials managed to construct one of the biggest acts of trickery and 

deceit against the Dakota.  These traders had worked with the Dakota for many years and 

had acted as friends during the negotiations, making their appearance helpful.  They 

instilled fear into the Dakota and reminded them daily how the “Great Father” had helped 

the Indians live with the white American population.  They played upon their strong 

kinship ties with the Dakota and on their loyalty towards the President and his ability to 

see their needs and act accordingly.47  

The treaties of 1851 failed to accommodate the Indians or fully repay them for the 

lands they forfeited and instead created a larger problem for the Dakota.  Now dependent 

upon government annuities and other handouts, government agents used this crutch to 

manipulate and maneuver the Indians.  As Gary Anderson describes, “[h]unger became 

an ally for Ramsey and the traders.”48  Small gardens, planted by Dakota women, spotted 
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the reservation land, but no farms existed.  Government-hired farmers constructed farms 

and tilled the land to serve as examples for the Dakotas.  Because annuity shipments 

became regular, the Dakota saw little need to plant when the government brought food to 

them instead.49  Furthermore, Dakota men still participated in the hunt only coming to the 

reservations to collect annuities before leaving again.  The government constructed many 

homes, divided up plots of land to the Indians, and developed towns or agencies where 

the Dakotas could purchase additional supplies.  In the beginning, the Dakota saw the 

treaties as good “solutions to their economic problems.”50  

With the treaties fully intact and implemented, white settlers slowly began to 

flood into Minnesota Territory.  Government agents focused on maintaining peace with 

the Dakota to make sure the region stayed calm and hospitable for newcomers.  

Oftentimes, soldiers stood guard during the passing out of annuities to keep the peace.  

Intertribal warfare frustrated the government’s peace efforts, despite the fact that they 

punished the aggressors usually by taking money from their annuity cash.  The Dakota 

continued to live by their own customs and way of life, despite the attempts of the 1851 

treaties to make them farmers and therefore adequate neighbors for white settlers.  

Ultimately, the Dakota recognized the underlying focus of the treaties that they had 

signed, and resentment and anger began to brew.  Thus, the 1851 treaties “created 

immediate disillusionment which ultimately provoked rebellion.”51  
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Once again, the Dakota found themselves negotiating another treaty.  A group of 

delegates, primarily representing the Mdewakanton band, traveled to Washington, D.C. 

in March 1858.  The purpose behind these negotiations was to reduce the size of the 

Indians’ reservations and to move the Indians to individual plots of eighty acres of land 

south of the Minnesota River.  The government wanted all land north of the river ceded 

and made available to white citizens.  Little Crow dominated most of the talks, reminding 

government officials of the late and absent annuities and the various schemes the traders 

had adopted.  In April, Little Crow asked what had happened to their money, where the 

plows for farming went, and why the government allowed Germans to move into their 

lands.  The Indians considered German immigrants aliens, and it confused them as to why 

Germans but not Indians could occupy land in Minnesota.  As talks continued into late 

May, Charles E. Mix, commissioner in charge of the 1858 negotiations, informed the 

Dakota delegates that he did not control the land within Minnesota since the territory had 

recently become a state and that the state government could remove the Dakota at their 

will.52  

Unable to withstand the pressure from Mix, the Dakota delegates signed two 

treaties; one treaty represented the upper bands, Wahpeton and Sisseton, and the other 

treaty represented the Mdewakanton and Wahpekute bands.  Both treaties in 1858 

outlined the same specifications with little variation between the two.  Both stipulated 

that families and single men over twenty one had to move onto eighty acre plots.53  All 
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Indian persons north of the Minnesota River had to move south, and only members of the 

tribe or relatives could move to this land.  The Senate determined the price for the land 

ceded during the ratification process.54  Additionally, the members of the Dakota bands 

had to pay retribution from their annuity payments for any acts of violence or injury they 

may cause, and any Dakota found drunk, consuming liquor, or selling liquor could have 

his provisions withheld as long as a year and the Secretary of Interior could seek out 

further punishment if deemed necessary.55  Furthermore, if they moved off of the 

reservations, then the Dakota found that their “rights, privileges, and immunities, [to] be 

subject to all the laws, obligations, and duties, of citizens of the United States,” but those 

persons could still claim their portions of the annuities.56  Similar to what happened in 

1851, all four Eastern Sioux bands signed two treaties in 1858, both reducing the size of 

their reservations and dividing up the land into plots to further the civilization process.  

The 1858 treaties differed from the 1851 treaties in that Congress had to decide on the 

amount of monetary compensation and it granted no further annuities.57   

 Commissioner Mix bribed all delegates with money in exchange for their 

signatures, and promised Little Crow $2,000 in cash.  Little Crow and the other delegates 

held the responsibility of persuading their tribes to follow the new treaty upon their return 

to Minnesota.  Three months after their trip to Washington, the Dakota became 
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suspicious.  Bribe money promised by Mix did not arrive, annuities were late, and 

Congress had not set the price for the land.  Adding to the tense environment, white 

settlers or squatters started filing into the land in question.  Many Dakota requested that 

the agents make the settlers leave since the land was not yet theirs to take, but their words 

went unheeded.  The Dakota were forced to sit back and literally watch their homeland be 

stripped of wood for settlers’ homes.58  

 Seeing that the treaty had not helped the Dakota, Little Crow withdrew from 

public life and allowed the spokesman position, once held by Red Owl who had died, to 

remain vacant.  In the meantime, Joseph R. Brown took control over the agencies, and the 

situation quickly changed.  He implemented an “agricultural revolution” imploring the 

Dakota to become farmers.  His marriage to a mixed-blood Sisseton woman allowed him 

to use his kinship skills by rewarding those Dakota Indians who became farmers.  He 

brought in teachers and got the schools up and running, he constructed forty-five houses 

in the summer of 1858 alone, and he certified farmers as an “improvement band” when 

they cut their hair.  He rewarded each Dakota man with new clothes and cattle that 

amounted to more annuities than they received in a year, and he used money from some 

of the frozen funds that had yet to be given to the Dakota.  By June, Wabasha, Wakute, 

and Mankato had all cut their hair.  Little Crow resisted the change and worried about the 

loss of Dakota cultural heritage.  Traditionally, a Dakota man shared his surplus with his 

band, but instead, these “cut hairs” sold their surplus to traders and let their fellow tribe 

members starve.59  
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 Little Crow explained that his resistance lay firmly with his religious beliefs.  He 

did not entertain the idea of cutting his hair because it altered his appearance and 

essentially stripped him of his religious and social identity.  He also feared that if he 

changed he could not enter into the afterlife or the lands designed for the dead.  Many 

like Little Crow resisted the change.  Many of these people stole or destroyed the cut 

hairs’ cattle and property in retaliation for forsaking their heritage, a custom cemented in 

Dakota culture.  When Brown gave goods to farmers and not warriors, “young Dakota 

warriors turned to material violence as a form of protest for this obvious social insult.”60  

 Complicating matters even more, when it came time to deliver the annuity money, 

the traders called in Dakota debts and took their payments from the money Congress had 

collected from land sales.  The Dakota, upset that their debt to the traders had exceeded 

their assumed amount, held a meeting in December 1860 during which they evaluated 

their debts.  The meeting found no evidence of fraud, so the money continued to go to the 

traders.61  No record of the discussions during this meeting exist, but Bishop Henry 

Whipple, a missionary working in Dakota Territory, remembered that Little Crow had a 

new wagon the next day, and suggested that they had been bribed.62  

 Furthermore, the administration in Washington, D.C. changed as President  

Abraham Lincoln took office.  With the new administration came new officials that had 

no knowledge of Dakota ways or customs.  The new officials upset the delicate situation 
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in Minnesota by hiring superintendent Clark W. Thompson and Indian agent Thomas J. 

Galbraith, both of whom had little experience with Indians.63  

The treaties alone caused the Dakota to lose faith in government support, but their 

concerns soon multiplied after the Spirit Lake Massacre of 1857.  A group of Indians 

from the Wahpekute band separated themselves and became known as an outlaw band 

because they did not conform to traditional practices, and they earned the reputation of 

being a violent and hostile group of Indians.  An “outlaw band” was “a group of Indian 

gangsters, hated and feared by many of the Sioux themselves as well as by whites.”64  

Because of their separation, the outlaw band did not partake in any of the treaty 

negotiations and did not receive any annuity payments.  Sintomniduta, the leader of the 

outlaw band, had around twenty to thirty members and roamed around the northern parts 

of Minnesota and into Iowa, causing havoc wherever they went.   

The situation finally exploded in 1854 when Henry Lott, a thief and liquor dealer, 

and his son attacked and killed at least twelve members of the outlaw band including 

Sintomniduta.  Inkpaduta, who may have been Sintomniduta’s brother, found himself in 

charge of the band that amounted to around twenty braves.65  Three years later, Inkpaudta 

would lead the attacks against white settlers for the death of his brother and is 

remembered as the leader of the Spirit Lake Massacre. 
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The government’s subsequent investigation of Lott was a “half-hearted” attempt 

at justice and demonstrated the government’s inability to enforce the law.66  Fearing 

retribution for the murder of Sintomniduta and his family, the white community 

surrounding Lake Okoboji, where Lott made his attack, had the followers of 

Sintomniduta hand over their guns.  At this time, many Dakota used guns in their hunts 

and had become dependent upon them, and the loss of their rifles resulted in starvation.67  

The Wahpekute outlaw band did not participate in any of the treaties in 1850s and 

additionally did not receive any annuities.68  As a result, the band suffered from food 

shortages and the lack of available game furthered their destitution.  Though Wakpekute 

Dakota Indians refused to allow Inkpaudta to draw annuities, Inkpaduta and his braves 

regularly threatened their fellow Wahpekutes and received payment from them out of 

sheer fear.69  The outlaw band continued to roam through Minnesota and Iowa, banished 

from the reservations due to their aggressive nature, and they occasionally raided other 

bands but did not assault white settlers until February 1857.   

Inkpaduta led ten men into Clay County, Iowa near present day Peterson and 

attacked white settlers there.  His raid came from his desire to avenge his brother from 

the atrocities of Lott and his family.  Searching for food, the outlaw band resorted to 

violence after settlers in that area refused to give them any.  Inkpaduta and his braves 
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pillaged several houses and took two women as captives, though they released them the 

next day.  Upset by the death of his brother and the treatment by white settlers toward his 

people, Inkpaduta mounted another attack and killed white settlers at Lake Okoboji and 

along the Minnesota border on March 7, 1857.  As Inkpaduta traveled to Lake Okoboji, 

he became deeply disturbed to find cabins built on its banks because the lake held 

religious and spiritual significance and to him the cabins defamed the sacred ground and 

upset the band.70  

 Inkpaduta pillaged and attacked white settlers for most of the month of March.  

On March 8, Inkpaduta and his men went to the Gardners’ home and requested food and 

ammunition.  Gardner reluctantly gave Inkpaduta some food, but refused to hand over his 

entire supply and withheld most of his ammunition.  Inkpaduta and his braves returned 

later that night and murdered the entire household except for a young girl whom they 

took as their captive.  The outlaws continued their raid through the region where they 

killed twenty-six white settlers and captured three more women.  By the end of March, 

the band had traveled to Springfield where they confronted a group of settlers who had 

been warned of their approach.  Retreating from the skirmish, Inkpaduta and his men 

pillaged another house and murdered an additional seven settlers.  The killings sparked 

outrage and fear.  Many settlers left their homes, while others formed a militia.  Captain 

Barnard E. Bee and his troops traveled to Jackson, a town on the Minnesota border, to try 
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and capture Inkpaduta and his followers.  They traveled during the winter but failed to 

track Inkpaduta.71  

 Of the four women captured, Mrs. Thatcher died early in her captivity.  After the 

outlaw Indians murdered her child in front of her, they forced her to carry heavy loads 

even with her broken arm.  Eventually, the outlaw band threw her into an icy river, 

kicking her back in the water whenever she tried to climb out, and ultimately shot her.  

The Indians bludgeoned to death the second captive, Mrs. Noble, and then used her body 

as a target for the braves.  Shortly after the massacres, Christian Indians persuaded 

Inkpaduta to release Mrs. Marble, and Judge Charles Flandrau rewarded the Indians 

$1,000 for Mrs. Marble’s recovery.  The outlaw band later released Abbie Gardner after 

Flandrau agreed to pay for her, and her redemption marked the end of the massacre.  In 

the end, the total dead amounted to forty-two white civilians.72  

The killings may have ended, but the repercussions had only begun.  Colonel E. 

B. Alexander at Fort Ridgely alerted Washington to the seriousness of the incident and 

asked to form a group of Dakota for the purpose of acting as scouts and additional 

manpower.  The federal government considered the Inkpaduta matter only a minor and 

local incident and did not act swiftly.  The Northern Superintendent of Indian Affairs, 

William J. Cullen, wanted the Dakota Indians to search for Inkpaduta and his men 

because he felt that the Dakota knew the land better and would have better opportunities 
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for catching Inkpaduta.73  To entice the Dakota, he withheld their annuities until 

Inkpaduta’s capture.   

On July 1, Judge Flandrau received news that one of the sons of Inkpaduta had 

visited some of his in-laws at Yellow Medicine, and he quickly set off to capture 

Inkpaduta and his band.  Instead, Flandrau killed Mahpiyahotomani, son to Inkpaduta, 

and took his wife into custody.  He eventually released the wife due to strong opposition 

from other Dakota.  Many of the upset Dakota, traders, agents, and other officials 

convened on July 9 and 10 to discuss the matter, but the meeting ended with a soldier 

being stabbed by a Sisseton brave.  The hostile situation only diminished after Little 

Crow convinced the Dakota to hand over the man who had stabbed the soldier.  

Additionally, he promised to gather men to search for Inkpaduta.  With 106 braves, he 

began the expedition for Inkpaduta on July 22.74  

Little Crow managed to track down Inkpaduta and attacked his camp.  Three of 

Inkpaduta’s men died in the skirmish.  Little Crow and his men tried to keep the fighting 

between the braves, but scared women and children drowned in a nearby lake trying to 

escape.  Little Crow and his warriors felt that they had fulfilled their mission and returned 

back to the agency with their captives.  Major Prichette, sent by the Department of the 

Interior, did not think Little Crow’s efforts to capture Inkpaduta acceptable and continued 

to withhold Dakota annuities.  Though some of Little Crow’s and Inkpaduta’s followers 

died during the skirmish, Inkpaduta managed to get away.  Major William Cullen had 
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annuities distributed in late August despite Major Prichette’s and Mix’s disapproval 

because of the restlessness within the Dakota reservations.  Another group of men, also 

led by Little Crow, searched for Inkpaduta in September, but they too failed to find and 

capture him.75 

The Spirit Lake Massacre characterized government policies and actions toward 

Indian problems in the West.  First, they used annuities as jurisdictional power over the 

Indians.  Furthermore, regional problems such as Inkpaduta and his rebellious group did 

not hold much priority in Washington, D.C. and caused the government to lose the 

“prestige” it had with the Dakota.  The failure to capture Inkpaduta showed the Dakota 

the government’s indifferences toward such matters.  Had a larger expedition that 

included federal soldiers hunted down Inkpaduta, some Dakota might not have joined in 

the Uprising to avoid confrontation with a major military force.  Missionary Stephen 

Riggs believed that had the instigators of the Spirit Lake massacres been caught and 

punished the outbreak in 1862 could have been prevented.  As for the remainder of 

settlers in the area, whites began to show strong prejudices against all Indians.  

Distinctions between Inkpaduta and his rebel band and other Dakota blurred together.  

The Spirit Lake Massacre firmly fixed white resentment against all Indians and is directly 

related to the Uprising in 1862.76   
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The failures of the Treaties of 1837, 1851, and 1858, coupled with the Spirit Lake 

Massacre, caused the Dakota to lose their faith in the government and to realize that the 

promises made to them no longer held any validity.  But they were not the only ones who 

noticed that their situation was deteriorating rapidly.  Bishop Henry Whipple arrived in 

the fall of 1859 and served as the first Episcopal Bishop for Minnesota.  He immediately 

recognized the tragic condition of the Dakota.  More importantly, he realized that the 

strain of their living conditions had caused the Dakota to be anxious and disgruntled.  

Whipple’s compassion for the Dakota increased after witnessing, “what he thought was a 

thoroughly corrupt Indian system of the American government.”77  He took it upon 

himself to act as an advocate for Indian rights, writing letters to the public, talking 

directly with Presidents, and ministering to the Indians with the hopes of converting them 

into Christian Americans.  He believed that once made into citizens, the Indians could 

partake in the liberties of American citizens and would no longer be persecuted by the 

American government.  

In a letter to President Lincoln on March 6, 1862, Whipple expressed his concern 

and fear that the restless Dakota might soon become a problem for the United States.  He 

agreed that the efforts made on behalf of the government had true and honest intentions 

but had failed due to “dishonest servants, ill-conceived plans, and defective 

instructions.”78  Once the Dakota ceded their land to the government, the need for food 

and the government’s promise of annuities made them dependent upon the government.  
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The idea to reform the Indians into a civilized community clashed with the Dakota’s way 

of life, and the transformation proved difficult at best. 

Adding to the frustration, the corrupt practices by the government agency 

employees hindered any possibility that the treaties could work to the desired initial 

effect.  Whipple described the Indian agents as “men without any fitness, sometimes a 

disgrace to a Christian nation; whiskey-sellers, bar-room loungers, and debauchers.”79  

These men were the ones interacting with the Dakota daily, and according to Whipple, 

their corrupt practices and licentious ways only make a bad situation worse and forced 

the Dakota to remain bystanders in a ridiculous game of corruption.  So as not to anger 

the President, Whipple then stated that he believed the efforts of civilization were not a 

lost cause and that the transformation of the Dakota into a civilized race was inevitable.  

He pointed out that the Indians had certain customs and features that were similar to 

Americans and therefore could be easily applied to the process of civilization.  For the 

system to work, however, it needed honest people that sincerely wanted to see the success 

of the treaties and the transformation of the Indians to implement it.80  

Although Whipple may have advocated for better treatment for Indians, he was 

also part of the system that contributed to the cultural destruction of the Dakota.  Some 

Minnesotans denounced Whipple as an “Indian sympathizer,” and others criticized him 

for taking political action instead of concentrating his efforts on saving savage souls and 

for blaming the U. S. government and the public as the cause for all Indian hostilities.  

Whipple also had limited contact with the Dakota before recommending new reforms that 
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did not necessarily have their interests at heart.  Thus, some consider Whipple an aide or 

an instigator who accelerated the deterioration of a people.81    

Whipple indeed showed great empathy towards the Indians, but missionaries in 

general sought to convert as many Indians as possible and show them the superiority of 

Christianity and the American way.  As part of the conversion process, missionaries 

insisted that Indians demonstrate physical signs of their acceptance of white customs such 

as the cutting of their hair or braids and moving onto farms on the reservations.  By 

altering their appearance, missionaries physically deconstructed Indians culture.  Indians 

resistance to conversion proved strong for Whipple and most other missionaries.  The 

culture of the Dakota did not allow for physical changes of the person, and those who 

succumbed to Christianity were ostracized from their tribes and families.  The experience 

had to be hard and the choice to convert a difficult one.82  

The actual conversion of Indians to Christianity was not as successful as Whipple 

and other missionaries would have liked to admit.  Those Indians who professed to 

converting to Christianity and went to church on Sundays may well have been lying or at 

least did not fully understand the true meaning of conversion.  Perhaps Whipple felt 

conversion among the Indians would be easy since they had similar ideas within their 

own religions.83  They believed in one central god, an afterlife, and spirits, all of which 

helped to encourage Whipple in his quest to convert the Dakota.  Furthermore, Whipple’s 
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conversions were based on “detribalization” and an “isolation strategy,” meaning that 

Indians had to be taken away from the tribe and educated separately.84  Separation, the 

strongest feature for this “civilization agenda,” followed by education allowed Whipple 

to demonstrate Christianity in an environment that received no competition from native 

ways and culture.  Although Whipple’s actions with the Dakota Indians derived from his 

idea of what was best for the Indians and that his intention was to civilize and educate the 

Dakota promoted their ability to survive within the white man’s world, he in fact 

contributed to their downfall.85  

Whipple’s plan to convert and civilize the Dakota thus resulted in breaking apart 

tribal alliances.  Whipple publicly preached that the Indians held no sovereign power and 

should not enter into treaties as such.  What Whipple failed to notice was how tribes did 

have their own government within their tribal systems.  By not recognizing the Dakota’s 

ability to act as a nation with authority and power, Whipple made way for the U.S. 

government to squelch native power.  Because of his political actions, he actually helped 

nationalize and promote the idea of the Indians as a subordinate race in need of American 

rule and leadership.  He recommended that the Indians be moved to reservations, 

restricted from their land so as to encourage farming, and restrained from practicing 

hunting as a means for survival.  Therefore, Whipple had the reverse effect he wanted.86   
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Whether Bishop Whipple’s intentions were to destroy or save the Dakota, his 

actions only represent one of many factors that contributed to the Uprising, and his 

attempts to avert disaster failed.  After the crop of 1860 suffered from cutworms and the 

winter of 1860-1861 featured remarkably cold temperatures, the Dakota found 

themselves in a difficult position.  By spring, annuities did not arrive which provoked 

protests from both agencies.  Agent Galbraith had only distributed provisions to Dakota 

farmers and openly criticized the Dakota hunters.  Traders refused to give out any goods 

on credit fearful that any money the government had would go to fund the Civil War, 

meaning that money set aside for Indian annuities might not be available for years to 

come.   

Finding no help from the new administration, several Dakota called in the 

soldiers’ lodge for support in the summer of 1862.  Traditionally, the soldiers’ lodge 

convened to organize a hunt, but now the Dakota Indians relied upon it as a “vehicle for 

protest” against government officials.87  Furthermore, the Mdewakanton band selected as 

their spokesman Traveling Hail, a farmer Indian, and not Little Crow, proving that farmer 

Indians were the majority within the band because of their better relationship with agents 

and traders.88 

 Toward the end of June 1862, traders refused credit to the Dakota because the 

recent convening of the soldiers’ lodge frightened them.  In the summer of 1862, 

frustrated and outraged, some three to four thousand upper band Dakota settled at Yellow 

Medicine, the agency for the upper band, and requested that goods from the warehouse be 
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distributed.  Agent Galbraith fled Yellow Medicine on June 20, but returned on July 14 

only to find that the number of Indians had increased.  Reaching their breaking point, the 

Dakota forced their way into the warehouse and seized the goods themselves, an action 

probably instigated by the soldiers’ lodge.  Lieutenant Timothy J. Sheehan fired cannons 

to stop the looting and sent word to Captain John Marsh for assistance.  Marsh requested 

that a council meet, and so on August 5, members from the tribes spoke with the agents 

and military officers.  Little Crow asked that goods from traders’ stores be used to feed 

the hungry Dakota and replaced later by the Dakota’s goods from the annuity shipment.  

He told the council that if his people were hungry, then they would help themselves to the 

available supplies.  The translation of this statement angered the traders, even though 

Little Crow tried to rationalize the actions of the Dakota Indians, and not insult the 

traders.  A trader by the name of Andrew Myrick replied that “if they are hungry, let 

them eat grass.”  The Dakota bitterly resented Myrick and his comment.  Their hatred 

strengthened, and he later came to regret his words.  Offended by this response, the 

Dakota began to shout.  Concerned that another incident might occur, Marsh had 

Galbraith distribute 130 barrels of flour and 30 barrels of pork to the Dakota waiting 

outside.  Satisfied with the outcome, the Dakota left the agency on August 9.89  

 This recent turn of events caused many Dakota to lose all faith in the treaty 

system and government agents.  Resentment between hunter and farmer Indians also 

began to grow, and “[i]t was simply a matter of time before the deep-seated animosities 

that were building between these two groups…erupted into violence.”90   
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

The Uprising 
 
 

The Dakota Uprising in 1862 culminated years of bad relationships with the 

federal government, corrupt federal officials, and incompetent army officers.  President 

Abraham Lincoln time and again evaded the Dakota situation in Minnesota as well as 

other problems throughout the United States.  His lack of leadership permitted the federal 

agents who dealt directly with the Dakota to conceal illegal activities and mounting 

problems, rather than working through standard protocol.  The corruption stripped the 

Dakota of their identity and land and undermined their entire way of life, starving, 

humiliating, and frustrating them in the process.  Their patience dwindling, the Dakota 

resorted to violence at a most opportune moment, during the Civil War, while the 

national government was otherwise preoccupied.  Ultimately, this action made their 

situation worse, but they believed that their methods were justified and that they had 

vindicated themselves for the injustices done to them.  Lincoln’s detachment from the 

Dakota problem, his inability to assess the situation correctly, and his decisions to 

consistently do nothing about the Dakota enabled them to plan and implement an 

outbreak of violence that wreaked havoc on the Minnesota settlers and ultimately on the 

Dakota as well.  Because of his lack of involvement, both Lincoln and the federal 

government he represented made the Uprising almost inevitable. 

 The Civil War provided both motive and opportunity for the Dakota.  They 

realized that this white man’s war had taken away many men from the Minnesota area to 

fight in the South.  The absence of these men made the region more vulnerable to attack.  
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The Civil War had also delayed annuities because money was needed to fund the war.  

The year 1862 proved the hardest for the Dakota because they had not planted enough 

crops to provide food for all of their people, and what little crops planted were ruined due 

to an unusually hard winter and starvation ensued.  Officials in Washington, D.C. and 

Minnesota knew about the problems regarding the Dakota and the government treaties.  

Bishop Henry B. Whipple, first Episcopal Bishop in Minnesota and the leading activist 

for Sioux rights, had developed a close relationship with the Dakota and was one of the 

first to confront the extent of the federal government’s corruption.  Bishop Whipple wrote 

to Lincoln exclaiming he “was astounded that a trader’s clerk should claim to know more 

about the payment than the government agents [and that he] had never seen the Indians so 

restless.”1  By the summer of 1862, with no money and little food or supplies, the Dakota 

had become severely desperate. 

On Sunday, August 17, 1862, a “trivial egg-finding incident…quickly 

mushroomed into a major conflict between Indians and whites.”2  Four Dakota braves 

were walking home after hunting and came upon some eggs.  One took the eggs, but 

another said, “Don’t take them, for they belong to a white man and we may get into 

trouble.”3  The rebuke upset the first Indian who threw the eggs on the ground and 

declared, “You are a coward.  You are afraid of the white man.  You are afraid to take 

                                            
1 Henry B. Whipple, Lights and Shadows of Long Episcopate (New York: 

Macmillan Company, 1990), 106. 
 

2 Kennth Carley, The Sioux Uprising of 1862 (St. Paul: Minnesota Historical 
Society, 1962), 7.  
 

3 Ed. Gary Clayton Anderson and Alan R. Woolworth, Through Dakota Eyes: 
Narrative Accounts of the Minnesota Indian War of 1862 (St. Paul: Minnesota Historical 
Society Press, 1988), 35. 



 66

even an egg from him though you are half-starved.”4  Any Dakota warrior could not 

ignore such an insult.  To prove that he was not a coward, the second Indian suggested to 

the first that he go to a nearby house and kill several whites living nearby.  Entering the 

home of Howard Baker, they killed two women and three men.  

After their murder spree, the four Indians immediately went to Shakopee of the 

Lower Agency, who called a general council.  Shakopee knew that this was a good 

opportunity for the Dakota to fight but that they had to have the support of the Indians 

from the rest of the Lower Agency in order to triumph over the settlers and the U. S. 

government.  The general council went to Little Crow at the Lower Agency because the 

braves believed he was a strong leader.  Along with tribal chiefs Little Crow, Mankato, 

Wabasha, Traveling Hail, and Big Eagle, all other major leaders were present at this 

meeting.  When told about what had happened, Little Crow was upset that they were 

asking him to sponsor an uprising.  Little Crow, however, had been stripped of his 

authority with his people and had been replaced with Traveling Hail.  Bitterly, Little 

Crow told the council that “if you strike at them they will all turn on you and devour you 

and your women and little children just as the locusts in their time fall on the trees and 

devour all the leaves in one day.”5  He warned them, “Braves, you are little children—

you are fools.”6  The braves in turn called Little Crow a coward.  Recognizing this as an 

opportunity to prove his bravery and to regain his former prestige within his tribe, Little 

Crow reluctantly agreed to lead a rebellion, even though he did not approve of it, and he 
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ordered the first attack for the next morning against the whites living in the Lower 

Agency where the Mdewakanton and Wahpekute bands resided.  

The decisive first attack on the Lower Agency surprised the incredulous settlers, 

stunting their efforts to resist the courageous Dakota forces.  At first, the sight of the 

Dakota braves did not alarm the settlers because they knew many of them by name and 

interacted with them daily.  As a result, the Dakota enjoyed the element of surprise and 

inflicted severe damage.  The settlers had no time to react or organize any defenses.  

Andrew Myrick was one of the first casualties at the agency.  He tried to escape by 

climbing out a second-story window but never made it to the ground.  His body was later 

found with grass stuffed into its mouth, symbolic retribution for his earlier insult, “let 

them eat grass.” 

The attacks created immense devastation; more than 200 Sioux attacked seventy 

five agency employees, killing twenty and taking fifty captive.  The rest managed to 

escape to Fort Ridgely.  When survivors poured into the fort, Captain John Marsh took 

forty six men and went out to try to crush the pursuing Indians and rescue wounded 

survivors.7  White Dog, a supposedly trustworthy Dakota Indian, directed Captain Marsh 

and his men to cross the Minnesota River at Redwood Ferry, but a party of Dakota braves 

ambushed them and Captain Marsh drowned while trying to swim across the river.  The 

Dakota slaughtered over half of his men.  Nineteen-year-old Sergeant John F. Bishop led 

the wounded and survivors back to Fort Ridgley.8  Lieutenant Thomas P. Gere found 
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himself in charge and immediately sent word to Governor Alexander Ramsey at Fort 

Snelling for help.  

Governor Ramsey then called upon Colonel Henry Hastings Sibley to gather four 

companies totaling about 400 Minnesota militiamen.  Sibley had good knowledge of the 

Dakota because of his previous dealings with them in the fur trade.  The militias 

consisted of untrained volunteers and proved difficult to keep together.  Sibley’s men 

traveled to St. Peter to gather supplies, but Sibley deemed them inadequate.  The men 

waited nearly three weeks until sufficient supplies arrived.  Meanwhile, Sibley used the 

delay to prepare his men to fight effectively.  The delay allowed the Dakota to continue 

their assaults on Minnesota towns and throughout the countryside.  White Minnesotans 

needed Sibley’s troops desperately, but he insisted that his men were neither properly 

supplied nor trained and therefore they could do no good at all.  

On Monday, August 18, a raiding party of about 200 Dakota descended upon Fort 

Ridgely.  The commanding officer, Lieutenant Thomas P. Gere, although suffering from 

a case of the mumps, struggled to handle the arrival of more than 250 settlers fleeing the 

Dakota.  Despite these challenges, he managed to organize a few defenses that held off 

the Dakota attackers.  After the initial assault was over, Lieutenant Gere knew the Indians 

would return.  The second attack on Fort Ridgely came on Wednesday, August 20.  The 

Dakota did not accomplish much because Gere’s artillery inflicted many casualties.  The 

artillery kept the Dakota at a distance, and evening rains forced them to retreat.  If they 

had had greater numbers, the Dakota might have been able to penetrate Gere’s ready-

made defenses, but instead they had divided their forces to attack two separate locations.  

Previously, Little Crow had stressed the importance of a unified strike against Fort 
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Ridgely, but the younger braves overruled him and chose to attack New Ulm.  The 

decision cost the Dakota a possible victory at Fort Ridgely.9 

Simultaneously with the assault on Fort Ridgely, Dakota braves raided New Ulm.  

The first attacks were utter disasters.  Because of the lack of a unified effort along with 

poor leadership, the little over 100 younger braves caused physical damage but did not 

capture the town.  Charles S. Flandrau, a former Indian agent and federal judge, along 

with volunteers from St. Peter, helped prepare the town for battle.  Most settlers were 

armed with little more than pitchforks and other farm implements.  The second attack on 

Saturday, August 23 proved more effective for the Dakota.  Wabasha, Mankato, and Big 

Eagle were all present.  The Dakota created a distraction for the settlers at New Ulm by 

igniting fires that made it seem like Fort Ridgely was burning.  Flandrau had Lieutenant 

William Huey lead seventy five men out of New Ulm to investigate, which left the town 

thinly defended when the Dakota appeared.  Eventually, however, the Dakota gave up 

their assaults, which allowed the people of New Ulm to evacuate on Sunday.10  These 

initial incidents set the standard for the remainder of the war.  The Dakota first attacked, 

then looted, plundered, burned buildings, and stole cattle, but then they quickly lost 

cohesion.   

During the attacks at Fort Ridgely and New Ulm, other braves rampaged all along 

the Minnesota River Valley, killing settlers, burning homes and fields, and uprooting 

lives.  Individual acts of violence broke out as groups of Dakota encountered settlers.  

One extraordinary story of death, destruction, and survival is that of Lavine Eastlick.  
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Neighbors warned Lavine and her family early on August 20 of the Uprising.  She and 

her husband and their five children fled their house along with other families and found 

sanctuary in a nearby house that apparently offered better protection.  At the neighbor’s 

house, Pawn, a Dakota Indian and friend of the family, assured them that he and the other 

Indians were there to protect them.  When Dakota braves approached the house, Pawn 

went to greet them and then returned to the house.  When the braves approached, Pawn 

pretended to shoot at them.  The white families quickly abandoned the house and ran to a 

safer place.  During their flight, Lavine sustained a wound to her foot.  While trying to 

escape, a skirmish occurred in a field near a swamp with tall grass, and Lavine was shot 

two more times, once in her side and again in her head.  Her husband, John, was shot and 

killed.  She later explained, “I got up and went to my husband.  […] I kissed him two or 

three [times].  I felt his face and hands.  They were cold.  I could not shed a tear, although 

I knew it was the last time I should ever see him.”11  

 Lavine Eastlick and her children waited in the grass until the Indians coerced 

them to come out.  She encountered a large black Indian who grabbed “[Lavine] by the 

hand and started off.”12  Her son Freddy tried to intercede but was beaten by a native 

woman.  After seeing her child attacked, she “trudged on, thinking how brutally [her] 

children had been murdered and [she] could not help them.”13  Pawn also shot her in the 

back.  She then hid in the grass all night until the next day when she decided to go back 
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to the place where her children lay dead.  She found Freddy, still warm but unresponsive.  

She left him and went back into the grass to hide from approaching Indians.  She later 

recounted: 

During the day I heard the children crying most of the time; sometimes I heard 
them screaming and crying.  I could not see them, for I had gone over the ridge a 
little.  I thought then, and think now, that they were torturing the children. I 
wanted to die, and yet I feared to die by the hands of the Indians.  Had I not feared 
this horrible mode of death, I should have run away out of hearing of these 
innocent sufferers. […] The children then ceased crying.  Poor, innocent ones!—
they were now at rest.14  
 

Fearing all her children dead, she wandered away, exhausted and emotionally depleted.15  

Lavine Eastlick eventually found help from a Frenchmen mail carrier and was reunited 

with two of her sons.  Later, fifteen soldiers led by Lieutenant Messers escorted them to 

New Elm.  On the way, they found many wagons plundered and white people murdered.  

When she arrived at New Ulm, she had her wounds cleaned and dressed for the first time 

since she fled her home fifteen days earlier.16  Though some of her memories of the 

uprising are possibly exaggerated, they serve as a primary example of the extreme 

brutality of the attacks upon the settlers and how they reacted to the Sioux uprising.  

Once Minnesotans recognized the devastating extent and coordination of the 

attacks, they began to organize and develop strategies to stop the uprising.  The next 

battle at Birch Coulee on September 2 brought both sides into direct conflict.  Colonel 

Sibley had sent a scouting party under Captain Joseph Anderson and Captain Hiram 

Grant.  That night, the Dakota encircled the camp and prepared to attack the next 
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morning.  At sunrise, the braves, hidden in the grass, easily targeted the soldiers when 

they stood up.  Big Eagle recalled later that of the 200 braves engaged in the battle, only a 

few were killed compared to the thirteen white men killed and around fifty wounded.17  

He did credit the soldiers with learning to stay low to the ground as the battle progressed.  

The battle lasted the entire day, through the night, and into the next morning.  Big Eagle 

boasted that his warriors “had an easy time of it.  We would crawl through the grass and 

into the coulie and get water.”18  Their women also crossed the river and cooked for the 

braves who took turns eating before returning to the battle, and then the women went 

back to their camp.  Finally, the Dakota had grown tired of the long battle and decided to 

charge the soldiers, but when they received word that reinforcements were about to 

arrive, they decided to leave the battlefield.  

 Fort Abercrombie, the northernmost fort along the Minnesota River, fell under 

attack on September 3.  Captain John Vander Horck, mustered up enough protection to 

keep the braves from breaking through the weak defenses.  The hundred braves that 

attacked Fort Abercrombie primarily focused on stealing the livestock, which ironically  

kept Vander Horck’s men eagerly engaged in the fighting out of fear that they would 

soon be the ones starving and not the Dakota.19  Casualties were limited for the soldiers, 

only one dead, but their biggest problem was low ammunition.  The Dakota braves hit 

hardest on September 6, with upwards of 150 warriors, and they again targeted the 

livestock.  Lieutenant Groetch, in charge after Vander Horck was injured, ordered 
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haystacks burned to help limit visibility for the Dakota and used the fort’s cannons to 

deter them from charging.  Eventually, the Dakota gave up their attempts to take the fort 

and instead decided to lay siege to it, shooting only at the men going to the river for 

water.20 

Captain Vander Horck fervently pleaded with St. Paul for assistance, but Fort 

Abercrombie did not receive any reinforcements until September 23.  Captains Emil A. 

Buerger, George C. McCoy, and Theodore H. Barrett and their forces brought the total 

number of soldiers up to 450 men.  With their support, the siege officially ended on 

September 29, and settlers were escorted out of the fort the following day.  In the end, the 

Minnesotans had only five dead and five wounded, and the casualty rates for the Dakota 

braves remain unknown.  Fort Abercrombie exemplifies the severely limited effects of 

the uprising.  Most of the damage accomplished by the Dakota braves consisted of terror, 

small skirmishes, occasional unsuccessful sieges, and erratic efforts.21   

 After a few days, the Dakota’s efforts dwindled.  The last major battle occurred 

on September 23 at Wood Lake.  Reinforcements arrived on September 13 as well as 

supplies and ammunition.  Sibley considered these new troops green and wanted to train 

them himself.  He endured harsh criticism for this delay, but in fact, his preparation 

ensured victory at Wood Lake and ended the Uprising.  When Sibley finally mobilized 

his troops, they marched until they came to Wood Lake and camped there for the night.22  
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Believing that there were no Indians in the area, Sibley had his men stay close to camp, 

instead of sending out scouts to maintain surveillance.  The Dakota in fact were close, 

and they crept up to the camp and decided to attack at daybreak.  As many as 1,200 

braves waited anxiously for the sun to rise, but were confronted with approaching 

soldiers who came out early to look for potatoes.  Here the fighting began.  Sibley and his 

men heard gunshots, and Sibley tried hard to keep his soldiers from leaving the camp to 

help their friends.  When the Dakota reached the camp, they fought hard for two hours.  

In the end, utilizing their artillery effectively, the soldiers were able to push back the 

warriors.23  Mankato was among the casualties, shot by a cannon ball he refused to avoid.  

Seven of Sibley’s men were killed and thirty three wounded, but the battle constituted a 

major victory for Sibley and achieved “the end of organized warfare.”24  Although the 

Dakota were successful against the settlers and their homes, they were unable to defeat 

the military forces at the forts and towns. 

Captives, the most significant resource taken by the Dakota, flooded Indian camps 

while the battles across the Minnesota territory ensued.  The Dakota primarily focused on 

killing white men and taking women and children as captives.  Samuel J. Brown, a mixed 

blood, recalled that on August 18, 1862, Little Dog warned him and his family that the 

Sioux had rebelled against the settlers.  The Browns ignored Little Dog because of his 

habit of fabricating stories.  As they made their way down the road to wash their clothes, 

an Indian woman warned them again, yet they still continued down the road.  Brown’s 

brother-in-law “pooh-poohed the idea of trouble with the Indians,” typifying how many 
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of the settlers were honestly surprised by the attack of their neighboring Indians.25  When 

the family finally realized that the uprising was true, they tried to pack and head for Fort 

Ridgely but were quickly overrun by Dakota braves.  Brown’s mother announced to them 

that she was a mixed blood Sisseton and friend of many of the Dakota people and that she 

was seeking refuge and protection among them.  As she made her speech, Brown recalled 

that the Dakota braves “were popping out of the grass on every side and in every 

direction—every blade of which seemed to have suddenly turned into an Indian.”26  They 

were surrounded, and seeing no option, they allowed the Dakota braves to take them to 

their camp as captives.  

 In the camp, the Brown family had to wear Indian clothing and was provided with 

the basic necessities.  Samuel Brown met Little Crow and considered him to be more 

generous than dangerous.  Little Crow seemed especially concerned about Brown’s 

mother and tried to accommodate her, most likely because of her close kinship with some 

of the dominant Indian tribesmen.  The family slept in a house, which was more than 

other captive families enjoyed.  Little Crow had several conversations with Brown’s 

mother.  He told her about how the uprising started and how he was against it but 

explained that he had joined the battle when he felt it could not be stopped.  Once the 

battle had begun, he “did not regret it and was never more earnest in his life.”27  Though 

he told Mrs. Brown his plans for attacking the settlers, Samuel Brown remarked, “The 

chief was very kind to us, and assured us that we would not be harmed, that he would 
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take as good care of [us] as he would if we were members of his own family.”28  Other 

Indians became upset that the Browns received such fine treatment from Little Crow, so 

Mrs. Brown decided the family needed to escape to prevent further violence yet they 

were never able to.  

 Little Crow’s camp moved to Yellow Medicine on Saturday, August 23, where 

the Browns heard Ahkeepah, a Dakota brave, tell other warriors that “there was no 

bravery in killing helpless men and women and little children, but that it was simply 

cowardice.”29  He had come to free the captives, and by the next day, he took them away 

and gave them to friends and family who were camping with friendly Dakota Indians.  

Brown recalled that as they walked away, they saw the dead bodies of many of the 

settlers who did not escape the on slaught.  He remembered seeing a man he knew with a 

stone still in his head.  

 Cecelia Campbell Stay, a mixed blood, vividly describes the moment she was 

taken captive, explaining how she saw “something dark moving along the ground as far 

as [she] could see[;] it was shaped like a boa constrictor.”30  The Dakota Indians were 

attacking the Lower Sioux Agency, and her mixed blood family was in the midst of it.  

Her grandmother had assumed they were traveling from town to collect rations and 

supplies, but instead, they had launched an assault on the Agency.  
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 That afternoon, the family saw soldiers approaching and decided to pack what 

they could and head to Little Crow’s village in order to stay away from all the fighting.  

They arrived at the village on the morning of August 19.  One of Little Crow’s wives 

frightened them by telling them they were all to be murdered, but a brave came and 

reassured them that no one would harm them.  They moved several times throughout all 

the battles traveling to Yellow Medicine and Hazel Run.  By then, tension between the 

peaceful Dakota Indians and the warring braves had become volatile, and the hostile 

Dakota constantly threatened the friendly Indians and their captives.  Several instances 

occurred when hostile Indians rode through the camp and acted aggressively toward the 

captives.  The Campbell family moved to Hazelwood and Stony Run until they finally 

settled at Camp Release, the place where Sibley would later rescue the hostages, 

appropriately named for that reason.  The friendly Indians decided that they would stay at 

this camp and fight the hostile Indians if necessary.31 

 Cecelia later recounted how the friendly Indians freed the captives while the 

hostile Indians fought at Wood Lake.  The Battle at Wood Lake on September 23 was the 

last stand the Dakota made.  It was clear throughout the camps that Sibley was getting 

closer.  The Dakota needed a decisive victory or surrender would surely follow.  Cecelia 

Campbell’s father was elected by members of the friendly Indians to take letters to 

Sibley, a dangerous act.  He successfully delivered them but had to pass through enemy 

lines and U. S. soldiers who suspected him to be a traitor.  Cecelia believed that her father 

had secured the release of the prisoners because of his heroic efforts in opening 

communication between Sibley and the friendly Indians and because he had “risk[ed] his 
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own life and welfare for these prisoners” by going to Sibley.32  The messages stated the 

location of the captives and where Sibley could come and get them.  Sibley had told 

Cecelia’s father to have braves meet him under a truce flag, otherwise he would attack 

the camp and consider Cecelia’s father a traitor.  While her father was gone, the friendly 

Indians had prepared the camp for a battle by digging holes in the ground to provide 

protection for the captives from the hostile braves.33 

 When Cecelia’s father returned, he met with Little Crow and asked him to give 

him all of the captives.  Little Crow complied and allowed him to take them to the 

friendly Indians’ camp while Little Crow and his braves went to face Sibley one last time.  

Her father also asked Little Crow to surrender, but he declined saying, “If they would 

shoot me like a man I would, but otherwise they will never get my live body.”34  Little 

Crow did not want to be hanged, but Cecelia’s father told him that he did not believe 

federal soldiers would hang any Indian because “they never did before.”35  

 All Minnesota settlers held captive during the Uprising were released at Camp 

Release under Sibley.  During these negotiations, Little Crow and other hostile Indians 

supposedly wanted to murder the captives before giving them up, but no one was brave 

enough to follow through on Little Crow’s desires.  After the final battle, “Little Crow 

was despondent…almost heart broken.”36  He advised his remaining braves and their 
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families to flee in order to escape the Army.  After the Battle at Wood Lake, Sibley 

finally managed to free all the captives.  As the soldiers approached, “the captives could 

hardly restrain themselves—some cried for joy, some went into fits or hysterics, and 

some fainted away.  It was a joyful [scene].”37  Sibley came into camp, and with the help 

of Cecelia’s father, the Uprising ended.  Cecelia described the moment when she saw 

them walking together: “[T]o see those two men neither could have done without the 

other in that last dark day of trouble of death and devastation.”38  

 A joyous day for many of the captives, Camp Release became one of the darkest 

days for the friendly Indians who voluntarily gave themselves to Sibley.  They were 

immediately taken into custody by the U.S. soldiers and put on trial.  They were the 

captives now, and they were sent to reservations where starvation and disease were 

common.  The surrender of the Dakota devastated their nation.  They had hoped that the 

Uprising would unite their tribes and allow them to collect the resources the federal 

government had withheld from them, yet the fighting actually “split… [their] camps so 

that it threatened the very fabric of Dakota existence.”39  Remembering the surrender, Big 

Eagle remarked, “If I had known that I would be sent to the penitentiary I would not have 

surrendered….I surrendered in good faith, knowing that many of the whites were 

acquainted with me.”40  George Quinn, a mixed blood who participated in the Uprising 

and was sentenced to death but was eventually released in 1866, was at Camp Release 
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when everyone surrendered.  He remembered giving his rifle to Samuel Brown, who 

assured him that he would not “be a prisoner very long” when in fact, “[he] was a 

prisoner for four years.”41  Many Minnesotans wanted all Indians in Minnesota removed.  

They feared another uprising, even from the friendly Indians who had helped to rescue 

them at Camp Release. 

 Casualties, though high, never reached the possible devastating numbers because 

the “whites benefited in similar ways because of fictive kinship ties.”42  Cecelia Campbell 

Stay’s narrative shows the close relations between the settlers and the Indians living in 

Minnesota and how the two co-existed together.  With this mixture, it was difficult to 

distinguish between the Dakota who acted as braves and the Dakota who opposed the 

Uprising.  Cecelia’s father serves as a good example of how the Dakota came and went 

between the hostile and friendly Indians, and because of their relations with some of the 

hostile Indians, their lives were spared.  Although held captive, they had walked willingly 

to the Indian camp to seek refuge to try to stay away from the fighting.  They protected 

themselves from battle but always knew that they could die at any moment.  In the end, 

their previously positive connections with the Indians saved them. 

The Dakota trials are remembered as one of the most appalling moments of the 

Uprising.  Kenneth Carley calls the trials a “travesty of justice” because the Sioux were 

“condemned on flimsy evidence.”43  Isaac Heard, who served as the recorder of the 
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commission that tried the Dakota Indians, preserved the trials in government documents 

as well as in The History of the Sioux War and Massacre.  The commission consisted of 

five men: Colonel Crooks, Lieutenant Colonel Marshall (later replaced by Major Bradly), 

Captain Grant, Captain Bailey and Lieutenant Olin.  Two interpreters were used, one of 

whom was Reverend Riggs, since he was familiar with Dakota language, culture, 

customs and was friends with some of the prisoners.  This intimacy enabled them to 

speak to him more freely, divulging information that in fact condemned them.44  

The trials lasted from September 28 to November 5.  Godfrey, the first man to be 

tried, served as a model for future trials.  A mulatto, Godfrey explained how he was 

coerced into joining the war party because he feared being killed.  He wore Dakota 

clothing and war paint.  Others later testify that he was very comfortable with the Dakota 

and appeared happy.  His role in the Uprising consisted of driving wagons for the Dakota 

braves and once striking a man on the shoulder when ordered to.  His statement, vivid 

and lengthy, provided one of the most detailed accounts and included both his 

participation and others, thus condemning many other Dakota because he witnessed 

crimes they committed.  Heard explained that “the negro Godfrey” was the “greatest 

institution to the commission” because his testimony “[brought] to justice a large number 

of the savages.”45  Because of Godfrey’s account, old men and young boys alike were 

convicted, and one woman was tried and accused of killing children but found innocent.  

After being found guilty, Godfrey’s sentence was reduced to ten years in prison, mainly 
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because the lack of proof that he had actually killed a person, even though he participated 

in the Uprising.  

 The second man to stand trial, Tehehdonecha, admitted to raping a woman and 

thus was sentenced to be hanged until dead.  He explained that he was not present at 

fighting and did not contribute to any of the Uprising.  He camped with the Dakota 

braves, but he did not kill anyone, just raped a woman.  One of two rapes recorded by the 

commission, the woman confirmed the rape charge against Tehehdonecha.  Lincoln later 

used the charge of rape as the first condition for being sentenced to death.  After the first 

two trials, the remaining trials became shorter and used less evidence because the 

commission was anxious to punish the Dakota and put an end to the Uprising. 

The commission condemned any Dakota to death if they fired a weapon during 

any of the battles, brought ammunition or supplies to any of the braves, or killed any 

person.  If the prisoner told the board that they had committed any of these acts, or if it 

was proven that they had, they would be sentenced to death.  Therefore, one could be 

sentenced to death without ever killing; they simply had to be an accomplice.  Once the 

commission discovered that a person had participated in any battle, they were 

condemned.  If they were found only to have plundered, then they were sentenced to 

prison.  The trials lasted as little as five minutes, making it easy for the five men to try 

nearly 400 Dakota braves in only thirty nine days.  In the end, 303 were condemned to 

death and eighteen to imprisonment. 

Samuel Brown, one of the captives, stated that just two days after Colonel Sibley 

secured their freedom, the Indians were put on trial.  In fact, he claimed that the 

commission judged “as many as forty cases in one day” in order to get through the large 
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number of convicted Indians in such a short amount of time.46  Interpreters conducted the 

trials, and according to Brown, were not sworn in.  Despite the fact that many Dakota did 

not understand English, at “no point in the trials did anyone intervene on the behalf of the 

defendants.”47   

Acting as an interpreter, Brown understood first hand the process of the trials.  He 

“assisted in causing the arrest and in safely detaining in custody all the Indian men…and 

disarming them and chained them in pairs together.”48  To carry out this operation, the 

Indians were ordered to present themselves and their families to the soldiers so that they 

may be put on a roll to record their names.  As the families entered into the room where 

the enrolling officers sat, the men were asked to stay while their families left because 

they were told that “as heads of families must be counted separately,” and these men 

believed them and stayed.  Brown estimated that 234 “of Little Crow’s fiercest 

warrior[s]” came peacefully, disarmed, and were arrested without any protest.49  In the 

end, the government had over 2,000 Dakota Indians in custody and scrambled to find 

places to keep them all.  

President Lincoln did not become involved with the Uprising until he received the 

list of 303 Dakota condemned to death from Sibley.  He had little interest or concern for 

Indians whom he considered “a Stone-Age people struggling to cope with a more 
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advanced culture that was sweeping away their world.”50  This unsympathetic mindset 

explains why Lincoln did not step up and take care of the problems in the Minnesota 

Territory sooner.  When news of the fighting finally reached Lincoln’s desk, he sent a 

letter to Governor Ramsey telling him to “[a]ttend to the Indians.”51  This was his 

customary way of allowing other government officials to handle Indian problems.  His 

lack of interest in the Minnesota situation and the way he previously ignored the 

warnings from Bishop Whipple and others contributed to the outbreak.  

Once Lincoln obtained the final report, he was appalled at the number of 

convictions and ordered lawyers to review the trials and to justify the hangings.  The 

lawyers were “shocked by what they found—short trials, reliance on hearsay evidence, 

denial of due process and of counsel—and rejected many of the findings of the military 

commission.”52  As they reviewed the documents, Lincoln asked first that they look for 

evidence of rape, which accounted for two cases.  He also asked them to determine the 

Dakota braves that had participated in battles where men were killed.  They found thirty 

nine counts, including the two braves with the rape convictions.  Historians generally 

agree that Lincoln, aggravated that he had to intervene in this matter, wanted to keep his 

distance from the complicated situation and instead concentrate on the war effort in the 

South. 
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 Lincoln responded with the creation of the Military Department of the Northwest 

and put General John Pope in charge.  Pope, commander of the Army of Mississippi, had 

helped to secure Union transportation along the Mississippi River in February of 1862.  

He had been promoted to Major General in March and given command of the Army of 

Virginia.  After a devastating defeat at the second Battle of Bull Run in August of 1862, 

he was reassigned and sent to Minnesota to handle the Uprising.  Pope had blamed his 

failure at Bull Run on other generals, but it had tarnished his reputation.  Pope 

approached the Dakota with a militaristic fashion and aggressively took command of the 

situation.53  

 Lincoln’s dilemma with the trials had both personal and political nuances.  

Personally, he wanted to avoid any involvement with the matter, but politically, he 

needed to address messages from Bishop Whipple, Commissioner Dole, General Pope, 

and the Minnesota people and to attend to the crisis in haste.  Warned that if he delayed 

the Minnesota people might act out against the Dakota or the Dakota might take the 

opportunity to start fighting again, Lincoln acted swiftly.  He understood that the settlers 

wanted revenge for their losses, but he was also unhappy with the way the trials had 

proceeded and did not want to sign the death warrants for braves he felt did not directly 

contribute to the Uprising.  His compromise was to review the cases.  In a message to the 

Senate, Lincoln explained: “Anxious to not act with so much clemency as to encourage 

another outbreak on the one hand, nor with so much severity as to be real cruelty on the 
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other, I caused a careful examination of the records of trials to be made.”54  After the 

investigation, he condemned thirty nine braves to hang.  By intervening and not allowing 

all 303 convicted to die, Lincoln showed compassion towards the Dakota , yet at the 

same time, he ordered the largest mass execution ever in the United States.  

 In a message to Congress on December 1, 1862, Lincoln explained that the 

Dakota Uprising was an act of “extreme ferocity, killing, indiscriminately, men, women, 

and children.”55  He noted that the total death possibly exceeded 800 people, looting had 

destroyed property, and the people had “suffered great injury from this Indian war.”56  He 

asked that they order the removal of all Dakota Indians to end all hostilities.  He did all 

this to appease the Minnesotans and to secure their allegiance to the Union.  

 And so it was done.  On December 26, 1862, thirty eight Dakota men were 

executed together on one large scaffold.  White settlers watched with vindictive eyes, 

held back by rows of military men.  One Dakota fell to the ground as his rope broke 

beneath his weight.  The military tied him up, and he was hanged for the second time.  

After the executions, all Dakota braves were buried in a shallow grave, but they were 

later dug up by Dr. William Mayo and others who defiled the bodies by using their 

corpses as cadavers.57 

                                            
54 Lincoln, The Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln, 551.  

 
55 Ibid., 525 

 
56 Ibid., 526. 
 
57 Carley, The Dakota War of 1862, 75. 
 
 
 
 



 

 87

 
 
 

CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Aftermath and Conclusion 
 
 

Even though the Uprising of 1862 officially ended with the hangings, the effects 

reverberated for years after.  The people of Minnesota still cried out for revenge, and the 

United States government continued to ignore the Indian problem.  Many dished out 

blame for the Uprising, but few offered to respond to of its causes.  Instead, the Uprising 

marked the beginning of the end for the Dakota and provided the excuse the government 

needed to solve the so-called Indian problem once and for all. 

  Following the hangings, the government focused on the removal of the remaining 

Indians.  Minnesotans wanted the Dakota permanently banished from the territory.  The 

government took the remaining Dakota to Camp McClellan in Iowa to be held prisoners 

along with their families.1  As they traveled, white settlers attacked them out of revenge.  

Samuel J. Brown witnessed a white woman seize an Indian child in a papoose and throw 

it to the ground.  The soldiers returned the child to its mother, but it died hours later.2  

Atrocities such as this occurred often because the people of Minnesota believed that the 

government had not given enough justice to the victims of the Uprising.  The thirty eight 

men hanged did not settle the amount of damages done to their state, nor did it equal the 

number of white settlers that had lost their lives.  Settlers viciously harassed the Dakota 
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as they moved from place to place.  Soldiers had to guard the Dakota in order to prevent 

assaults like the one Brown witnessed from happening.  

Outraged settlers continued to attack the Dakota in custody.  Governor Ramsey 

pleaded with the people in Minnesota to show restraint and wait for the final judgment of 

the hundreds of detainees.  Letters flooded Lincoln’s desk, and several articles could be 

found in newspapers across the country imploring Lincoln to rid Minnesota of its 

Indians.3  The Dakota seemed to have no support besides Bishop Henry Whipple.  

Whipple wrote an open letter to the citizens of Minnesota informing them how the 

Uprising occurred in reaction to the poor treatment of the Dakota by the government. 

Whipple wrote: 

In all our relations with the Indians we have persistently carried out the idea that 
they were a sovereign people. If it is true that a nation cannot exist within a 
nation, that these heathen were to send no ambassadors to us and we none to 
them, that they had no power to compel us to observe it for themselves, then our 
first step was a fatal step. They did not possess a single element of sovereignty; 
and had they possessed it, we could not, in justice to ourselves, have permitted 
them to exercise it in the duties necessary to a nation’s self-existence.4 
 

Although the United States had treated the Indians as foreign nations in the past, Whipple 

pointed out that was not the case here and therefore the Dakota rebelled.  Whipple 

reviewed the recent history of Dakota-American relations and highlighted the many 

mistakes made by the federal government.  He then asked the people, “Who is guilty of 

the causes which desolated our border?  At whose door is the blood of these innocent 
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victims?”5  He blamed the government, the people, and the entire system for failing to 

implement an honest program to help the Dakota, not put them down to the point of 

resorting to their familiar way of war. 

 The deep hatred for Indians spread all the way to Washington, D.C.  Lincoln 

talked about reforming the procedures for dealing with Indian relations, but never kept 

his word.  Many people in Congress believed the Indians a menace and felt that the 

military needed to handle them.  Due to the high expenses to implement new policies and 

the high costs of the Civil War, all money needed to go towards the war effort, not Indian 

reform programs.  Some introduced the idea of stopping the treaty system, but with little 

criticism, the initiative stalled.  With the Uprising officially over, Lincoln sank back into 

his role of focusing on the Civil War and emancipation and handed over the Dakota 

problem to the Indian Office.6  

 Lincoln considered the Indians savages.  He, along with most government 

officials, felt the best way to break them would be to civilize them; make them farmers 

and teach them to be self-sufficient so that they did not need to survive from foraging and 

hunting.  Turning Indians into farmers would make them appear more white and 

eliminate their odd mannerisms and way of life that frightened the white masses.  It is 

hard to criticize Lincoln’s opinion of the Dakota since most of the country shared in his 

belief.  To most, Indians were “idle, heathen, violent, sexually aggressive, and 

unchangeable,” and since the government did not have the time or justification to 
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exterminate them, they conquered them instead.7  Even with warnings of Dakota unrest 

and the actual outbreak of violence, Lincoln’s perceptions of Indian relations did not 

change because he himself was unchangeable.  Because of his actions with regards to the 

Dakota outbreak, Lincoln reinforced the popular notion that the Indians were restless, 

violent, and hated because he refused to change the system.  Yet the Civil War won out, 

and again like so many times before, the most corrupt of men dealt with the Indians with 

little money and even smaller efforts.  The few who advocated for change will always be 

remembered by history as extraordinary persons who fought desperately for the Indian 

cause.  Lincoln, on the other hand, will be remembered as yet another man who refused 

to change, hurting the situation instead of helping it.  

Lincoln did not handle the Indians successfully, and subsequently neither did his 

successors.  He brought slavery to an end and freed millions of African Americans, but 

he condemned the Indian population.  His lack of effort and determination to find a way 

to coexist with a separate race resulted in a decade of bloody battles with neither side 

justified in the end.  

After the Uprising, what happened to the rest of the Dakota Indians?  Floods of 

white men, women, and children came through Indian territories on their way west, while 

others stopped and settled these areas.  With these new settlements, the U.S. government 

started taking more direct actions to clear the land for its new inhabitants.  The 

government answered the Indian problem by establishing reservations to control the 

Indians and assimilate them into white culture.  This policy permitted the government to 

segregate the Indians from white society and exterminate those who resisted.  The 

                                                 
7 Ibid., 177. 
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government also sent military forces to round up the remaining Dakota.  One of the most 

famous men to lead a campaign, General George Armstrong Custer, used a popular 

technique of catching the Indians off-guard while they slept so that he could capture more 

of them.  Custer’s technique destroyed the Dakota settlements by burning teepees, and 

killing livestock, all while murdering innocent Dakota.  

Meanwhile, the Dakota became caught up in the Red Cloud War of 1866, a 

conflict led by Red Cloud over the area surrounding the Bozeman Trail to Montana.  In 

the end, the Treaty of Fort Laramie of 1868 stated that the area known as the Black Hills 

belonged to the Dakota with each Indian receiving a deed of land.8  Historian Michael 

Clodfelter remarks that “Red Cloud’s War in 1867 is the only victory the United States” 

gives the Indians credit for.9  Railroads provided easy transportation for white settlers and 

facilitated their flood into the region.  In 1871, the government stopped making treaties 

with Indians in an attempt to avoid recognizing them as separate nations, and all 

subsequent negotiations became much more difficult to arrange.  The discovery of gold in 

the region in 1874 made it even harder for the Dakota to keep the invading whites off of 

their land.  To prevent possible confrontation, the United States government offered to 

buy the land from the Dakota.  The Dakota in turn said they would sell their land for 

$600 million, enough to care for seven generations.  This figure infuriated the 

government, and in return, they ordered all of the Dakota Indians to a reservation by 

January 31, 1876.  Over the next two years, the Dakota devised a plan of attack.  On June 

                                                 
8 Jeffrey Ostler, The Plains Sioux and U.S. Colonialism from Lewis and Clark to 

Wounded Knee (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 45-51. 
 
9 Michael Clodfelter, The Dakota War: The United States Army Versus the Sioux, 

1862-1865 (Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland and Company, Inc., 1998), 122. 
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25, 1876, Sitting Bull and his Dakota braves hit Custer and his 7th Calvary with a three-

pronged attack at Little Big Horn.  Approximately 2500 mounted warriors crushed Custer 

and his 200 men.  A huge victory for the Dakotas ended with Custer’s death, and the 

government sought retribution for such a heinous act.10 

The years that followed became harder for the Dakota.  A spiritual leader named 

Wovoka started to spread his ideas that a special dance would help bring back the dead to 

protect the Indians from the invading whites.  His movement became known as the Ghost 

Dance.  Designed to give faith and hope to the struggling Indians, the Ghost Dance 

encouraged a return to old ways that would resurrect their ancestors and the buffalo and, 

most importantly, make the white men disappear.  The Dakota added an activist 

component and participated to defy the federal authorities that had outlawed the dance 

and banned it from the reservations for fear that it would provoke another uprising.  

Sitting Bull encouraged his people to dance, so the government ordered his arrest.  When 

soldiers came to his home, confusion ensued, and he was shot.  Out of panic, the Indians 

on the reservation fled.  The Army coaxed the Indians to come back and escorted by the 

7th Calvary, the Indians returned.  On December 29, 1890 near Wounded Knee, the 7th 

Calvary opened fire on the Dakota camp in retaliation for Custer’s death.  More than 300 

unarmed men, women, and children were killed, and many others died of exposure.  

Hailed as an American victory, the massacre of innocent Dakota Sioux Indians signified 

the end of organized resistance by the Sioux.11  

                                                 
10 Ostler, The Plains Sioux and U.S. Colonialism, 58-62. 

 
11 Ibid., 326-364. 
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Because the U.S. government failed to deal with the Indians properly through 

treaties and negotiations, the Dakota chose to take up arms and demonstrate their 

dissatisfaction with force.  The Uprising in 1862 was a culturally justified attempt to 

regain what precious lands, history, culture, and way of life they had lost over the past 

fifty years of treaty making with the government.  The collision of two completely 

different cultures resulted in a bloody conflict due to the inability of both parties to 

negotiate and understand one another.  The Dakota willingly accepted the proposed 

treaties from the government expecting full compliance with the details in these treaties.  

Culturally and historically, the Dakota retaliated against their enemies when established 

peace deteriorated or when offenses were made against them.  Their decision to attack the 

government agencies and the white settlers in Minnesota stemmed from their previous 

experience fighting their enemies.  The Uprising, or retaliation, was meant to show the 

United States that the Dakota no longer respected the treaties they had signed nor the 

government officials or white settlers.  In the minds of most Dakota, their attacks voided 

all previous transactions with the government.  

Though some Dakota braves, such as Little Crow, fought against the settlers 

knowing that their efforts very well could end in failure, the opportunity to gain respect 

among their tribes and from the government promoted their efforts in the rebellion.  

Traditional warfare for the Dakota, as explained by historian Royal Hassrick, proves that 

the Uprising of 1862 was not only an option but also the most common way to deal with 

their circumstances.  Had the government recognized and understood Dakota history, the 

entire Uprising could have been prevented.  Despite the many factors and causes for the 

Uprising, the Dakota braves acted in a proper and traditional style related to their culture.  
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Confident in their ability to reclaim their identity and land, the actions of the Dakota 

against the government and the Minnesota settlers was justified by their traditions and 

cultural customs of waging war in a true Dakota manner.  
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